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    CHAPTER ONE 
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    “I hear you got a new guy!” Jen shouted above the din. 
 
    Emily’s eyebrows drew together. “What? No, of course not.”  
 
    “No, not like that!” Jen paused and took another sip of her beer. “I meant at the house. You got someone new to help out.” 
 
    “Oh! Yeah!” Emily didn’t even bother trying to relay details about her new assistant at Eternal Rest Bed and Breakfast. It was entirely too loud at Sutter’s Bar to try to hold a conversation, though it wasn’t stopping anyone around her from trying. Jen didn’t seem to mind, though. She clinked her glass against Emily’s and took a long drink, then turned her attention to the man who was trying to pass her a shot glass. 
 
    Emily took a sip of her wine and gazed at the faces around her. Most of them she knew, though there were a few of Jen’s co-workers from the Oak Hill Chamber of Commerce that Emily had never met before. Sage, who was Jen’s wife and Emily’s best friend, was currently on the dance floor with a couple of women she and Emily had attended high school with. Sage’s spiked, bright-pink hair was bopping in time with the beat while she tried to move her body without spilling her beer. 
 
    “Hey, you own Eternal Rest, right?” someone said loudly into Emily’s ear.  
 
    Emily turned and saw a woman with long black hair whose tight red pants and silver sequined tank top looked more appropriate for a club in Atlanta than a local bar in a little North Georgia town. “I do,” Emily confirmed. “How do you know Jen?” 
 
    “Who?” The woman leaned in, nearly spilling her cocktail on Emily in the process. “Whoa, sorry!” 
 
    “Jen. The birthday girl.” 
 
    “I have no idea who that is. Anyway, you’re the one who found that dead body, aren’t you?” The woman was looking at Emily eagerly. 
 
    Emily sighed to herself and nodded. Ever since she—well, two of her guests at Eternal Rest Bed and Breakfast, really—had discovered a murder victim buried in a shallow grave at the cemetery adjacent to Eternal Rest, Emily had become something of a local celebrity. The Oak Hill newspaper and TV station had eaten up the story, and Emily’s face was a familiar sight to most people in town now.  
 
    “I can’t imagine! Was it all gross and rotted? Did you touch it? I bet you’re still having nightmares!” The woman kept going as she imagined a scene far more gruesome than reality, and Emily simply let her talk. She had quickly learned that most people didn’t actually want her to tell them the details; they would much rather tell her their own horrible visions of what they thought the experience had been like. 
 
    Eventually, the woman finished her embellished narrative and ended with, “Try not to find any more dead bodies!” before tottering off on her black stilettos.  
 
    Emily didn’t like all the attention, especially since it was for a murder that involved people she knew. On the plus side, the news had already traveled outside of Oak Hill, even making it onto several news shows in Atlanta, and reservation requests were pouring in for Eternal Rest. The new assistant Emily had hired to help out a couple days a week would have to catch on quickly. She hoped he would also last longer than the previous assistant. Trevor Williams had only worked two weeks for Emily, and he hadn’t bothered to announce he was quitting. He hadn’t needed to: Trevor’s dad had been responsible for the body they found in the cemetery, so of course he would want nothing more to do with Eternal Rest or Hilltop Cemetery. 
 
    Feeling suddenly alone, despite the crowd of people around her, Emily edged her way past everyone to the deck behind Sutter’s. There were only a handful of people out there since it was a little chilly out, but the fresh air felt nice. Emily found an empty spot along the wooden railing of the deck and leaned against it, looking out at the woods beyond. She should have been excited: business was great, she had a new assistant, and she would be able to afford a new roof sooner than expected. And yet, the nonstop conversations about the discovery of Kelly Stern’s body kept Emily from fully enjoying her current success. It seemed morbid that her booming business was due to finding the body of a murdered teenager. She was used to guests wanting to stay at Eternal Rest for its ghosts, not for corpses. 
 
    Emily felt a tug on the end of her long brown ponytail and turned to see Sage, her round face shiny with sweat. “Why are you moping instead of dancing?” Sage asked, fanning herself with her free hand. 
 
    “I’m not moping; I’m hiding from my adoring public.” Emily smiled reassuringly at Sage, who looked unconvinced. 
 
    “It’s only been a couple of weeks,” Sage said, plunking her beer down onto the railing. “The focus on you will die down soon enough, and things will go back to normal.” 
 
    “I’m not sure Kelly realizes how popular she is these days. Oh, she says ‘hi,’ by the way.” After Kelly Stern’s ghost had led Emily and Sage to her body and helped them solve her murder, she had elected to stick around. Kelly’s home life hadn’t been good when she was a teenager, and she seemed to enjoy the more positive atmosphere at Eternal Rest. She had flatly refused to cross over. Kelly’s preferred method of communicating with the living was through writing, and Emily had started leaving sheets of paper and pencils around Eternal Rest so Kelly could communicate any time she wanted. Emily had announced she would see Sage at Jen’s birthday celebration, and an hour later, she found the words Hi, Sage! on the paper in the parlor. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to Saturday. This will be Kelly’s first Spirited Saturday Night!” Sage was beaming in anticipation, her dimples highlighting her happiness. Every month, Eternal Rest hosted a Spirited Saturday Night weekend package for guests, which included a séance led by Sage. There was always paranormal activity, but it would be even more interesting now that Kelly had joined the ranks of the Eternal Rest ghosts.  
 
    “Sage! There you are!” Emily and Sage turned at the sound of the voice and began laughing at the same time. Jen stood there, her glittery silver heels in one hand and three shot glasses balanced carefully in the other. Strands of her red hair had slipped out of the rhinestone combs above each ear, and one strap of her black dress was sliding off her shoulder. 
 
    “Did you come through a hurricane to get here?” Sage asked, reaching out to take the shot glasses so she could line them up on the deck railing.  
 
    Jen squeezed between Emily and Sage. “It feels like it. Whew! I’ve got a few co-workers who will definitely not be on time tomorrow morning.” Jen pushed her hair out of her face and pulled her strap up onto her shoulder. “That’s better.” 
 
    “Thanks for bringing us shots,” Sage said, even though she was eyeing the glasses with distaste. 
 
    “Oh, they’re not for you two,” Jen said. “People keep buying them for me, and I can’t keep up. I know I’m not driving tonight, but… oops.” She tipped each one over, smiling mischievously as their contents spilled onto the ground below the deck. “I’ll tell everyone they tasted great.” 
 
    “But you’ll have to slur your words when you do, or no one will believe you actually drank them,” Emily noted. Spending all night at a bar wasn’t something she had been interested in since her early twenties, and only a special occasion like this could have gotten her inside the front door of Sutter’s. Emily still couldn’t quite believe where she was, and on a Sunday night, no less. Still, after helping her weekend guests check out and cleaning all four of the guest rooms, Emily realized that getting out of the house and catching up with her closest friends was a nice reward after a weekend of work.  
 
    “You have more guests coming in tomorrow, don’t you?” Sage suddenly asked. Emily wondered if Sage was just steering the conversation along, or if she had sensed what Emily was thinking. Having a psychic medium for a best friend was good for communicating with her houseful of ghosts, but it also meant Emily could rarely keep anything secret. 
 
    Except for her belief that Scott’s spirit was not only still around but actively trying to communicate with her. Emily’s husband had died two years ago, and Sage kept telling her to move on, but Kelly had left Emily a cryptic note that made her believe Scott was trying his best to haunt Eternal Rest. 
 
    Aware that her thoughts were straying and worried that Sage might pick up on the subject, Emily gave her head a little shake to clear it. “Yes, a Monday through Friday stay, and all four rooms booked, no less. Four people on business from Atlanta.” 
 
    Jen narrowed her eyes. “In Oak Hill for business all week? Let me guess, one of them has a hyphenated last name. Um, something like King-McDonald’s.” 
 
    Emily laughed. “Sure, and he’ll arrive with a suitcase full of burgers and fries. It’s Knight-MacGinn. Do you know him?” 
 
    “No, and I don’t want to, but I won’t have much of a choice. His name is already a swear word around the office. He’s one of the owners of the abandoned hotel out on the edge of town.”  
 
    Emily’s eyes widened. “Really? What’s he doing in town?” 
 
    Jen wrinkled her nose. “He and his business partner want to renovate the hotel and turn it into a resort.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with that?” Sage asked.  
 
    “My question exactly,” Emily said. “As long as it doesn’t take business away from Eternal Rest, then I don’t care. I would think you’d be excited about it, from a Chamber of Commerce perspective.” 
 
    “You’d think, but there are a lot of people around town who aren’t happy about the idea. They’re worried the resort will take business away from the downtown restaurants and hotels, and of course people are already speculating that Oak Hill will become too crowded on weekends because of all the people staying at the resort.” Jen threw up her hands in exasperation, accidentally sending one of the shot glasses flying off the railing. “You’d think that business owners would be worried about one or the other—either not enough business or too much—but nope, they think both extremes are going to happen simultaneously.” 
 
    “As long as the old hotel isn’t haunted, and they leave me and my ghost-loving guests alone,” Emily said with a shrug. “I don’t think fancy resort people are the same demographic as haunted bed and breakfast people.” 
 
    “That’s the least of your worries if he’s staying with you this week,” Jen said ominously. “The few people who have already met this Knight-MacGinn guy say he’s an entitled jerk. You’re going to have your hands full.”  
 
    Emily shrugged again. “I’ll feed him breakfast each morning, then I won’t see him again until he and his colleagues are done at the end of the day. I’m not worried.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s the one who should be worried,” Sage said, leaning toward Emily and Jen conspiratorially. “They say that old hotel is cursed, you know. The past three owners have all died unexpectedly.” 
 
    Emily raised her wine glass, laughing. “Then it’s going to be an exciting week!” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Emily had nursed her single glass of wine all night so she could drive herself home after Jen’s birthday celebration. It had been after eleven o’clock when Emily made her round of goodbyes and left, but many people were still going strong.  
 
    It had felt strange going from the noise and crowd at Sutter’s to the silence of Eternal Rest. The Victorian house was several miles outside of Oak Hill, surrounded by woods on two sides. The dark-blue clapboard house was no taller than most of the trees, with the little gabled third-story room competing with the pines for dominance. To the right of the house was historic Hilltop Cemetery.  
 
    Emily allowed herself to sleep a little later than usual on Monday morning, since check-in wasn’t until two o’clock. She had cracked her bedroom window open a few inches before bed, and the cool air of a sunny spring morning carried the smell of fresh-mown grass. The distant sound of a lawn mower woke Emily before her alarm, and a quick glance out the window showed her friend Reed Marshall and his team were already at work in the cemetery. Reed worked for the city of Oak Hill as the sexton at both the modern cemetery and the Victorian-era Hilltop Cemetery. Emily owned the land at Hilltop, but Reed tended to the graves. 
 
    After crossing the hall to start the coffee maker, Emily retreated into her bathroom for a shower. She put on her usual black jeans and blue button-down shirt, which had Eternal Rest Bed and Breakfast embroidered in silver on the left breast. She pulled her hair up into a high bun, then added a little more makeup than her typical powder and lip gloss. Something about Jen’s description of Knight-MacGinn made her suspect this was a guest who would expect everything to be picture-perfect during his stay, including his hostess. Emily stopped for a moment to admire her reflection and the way her eye shadow and shirt color combined to really make her dark-blue eyes stand out. 
 
    Emily popped a slightly stale bagel into her new microwave—Kelly had destroyed the previous one with a burst of paranormal energy—and poured a cup of coffee. The house was ready to go, so Emily’s morning would be occupied by sorting out any online reservation requests that had been made via the Eternal Rest website since Sunday afternoon. If she could get that wrapped up quickly, Emily promised herself she’d walk over to the cemetery to catch up with Reed. He had checked on her daily for the first week after the events that had led to Benjamin Williams’s arrest for Kelly’s murder, but since then, they had reverted to only seeing each other occasionally. Reed often stopped by Eternal Rest early on Sunday mornings, when he liked to visit his ancestors’ plot at Hilltop before going to church, but Emily hadn’t seen him for the past two Sundays. After what they had recently been through together, Emily realized she was missing her friend’s company. 
 
    With that in mind, Emily was determined to get to work quickly. She opened the curtains in the parlor, the morning sunlight streaming through the floor-to-ceiling windows that opened onto the front porch. A Victorian-era sofa and two wingback chairs sat in front of the windows, but Emily headed toward the rolltop desk tucked into a back corner of the room. She had just opened her laptop when the doorbell rang. 
 
    Immediately, Emily assumed it was Reed coming over to say hello before she could beat him to it. She was shocked, then, to open the front door to find herself face-to-face with four smartly dressed people. The man closest to her was tall, with tan skin and light-brown hair that swept back from his forehead. He didn’t bother to remove his sunglasses as he drawled, “Good morning. We’re here to check in. Jaxon Knight-MacGinn.” He dangled the keys to a BMW in front of Emily. “My luggage is in the trunk.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
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    Emily blinked, too stunned for the moment to respond to the man.  
 
    “We have reservations through Friday,” the man continued impatiently. 
 
    “Yes, of course. I’m Emily. Welcome!” Emily did her best to smile brightly. She stepped back and ushered her guests into the wide central hallway. She surreptitiously glanced at her watch as she did so, noting that it was just a few minutes after nine o’clock. She was used to guests showing up before check-in, but not five hours early.  
 
    The three others in the party included a man who looked like he was in his late fifties, easily fifteen years older than Jaxon, with silver-gray hair and bright green eyes that were now carefully surveying the interior of the house. The woman had dark-blonde hair pulled back in a tight French twist, and her black pantsuit and heels looked expensive but not at all practical for walking around an abandoned hotel. The fourth member of the party was a rugged-looking man with receding dark hair. 
 
    Emily pointed toward the parlor. “If you’d like to have a seat, I’ll get your room keys.” 
 
    Jaxon strode inside, the heels of his brown Oxfords clicking against the wooden floor. The rest of the party followed, ignoring the offer to sit and instead walking through the room as if they were appraising it for a sale. 
 
    “I hear you own the old hotel on the edge of town,” said Emily, attempting to make conversation while she retrieved their room keys.  
 
    “We do,” said the older man. “Jaxon and I acquired it a few years ago, but we’ve just now reached the point where we’re ready to begin redeveloping it as a resort.” 
 
    “Will you be restoring the current building, or tearing it down and constructing something new?”  
 
    “Oh, restoring, of course,” said Jaxon. “‘Historic’ is such a popular buzzword these days.” 
 
    “You’re right about that,” said Emily, handing him a key. “You’ll be in room one, Mr. Knight-MacGinn. It’s directly above us.” 
 
    He took the key with a perfectly manicured hand. “Jaxon.” 
 
    She nodded curtly before turning to the older man. “Mister…” 
 
    “David Neal.” He smiled graciously. “You can just call me David.” 
 
    “You’ll be in room two, which is also at the front of the house,” Emily said, handing over his key before turning to the other two. “Then you must be Warren Simmons and Alexis Burski.”   
 
    With the keys handed over, Emily smiled politely at them. “You’re all set. Breakfast is served at seven each morning, unless you request a different time. And if you have any questions, just let me know.” 
 
    Jaxon ran a hand down his white button-down shirt. “We came by just to drop off our luggage, so it won’t be sitting in our cars at the worksite all day. However, I think I’m going to freshen up a bit.” He dropped his car keys onto the side table next to the parlor door while looking pointedly at Emily. “If you can bring my luggage up before serving breakfast, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    With that, Jaxon marched out of the parlor and up the stairs, leaving Emily staring after him open-mouthed.  
 
    She heard an impatient noise and turned to see David shaking his head. “I apologize, Emily. My business partner is less than polite sometimes. The rest of us will take care of our own luggage, and his, too.” 
 
    “Thank you. Unfortunately, though, I don’t actually have any breakfast to serve you. I wasn’t expecting you to check in until two o’clock or later today. I can make coffee for you, and there’s a great bakery in town that you can stop by on your way to the hotel.” 
 
    “Coffee would be great, thank you,” David said, nodding.  
 
    Once all of her guests were upstairs, Emily started a fresh pot of coffee, then flopped down into her desk chair, feeling slightly overwhelmed. Guests sometimes asked for help getting their suitcases upstairs, and Emily was always happy to comply, but no one had ever simply expected it. If the guests at this new resort were anything like Jaxon, then she would feel very sorry for the staff there. 
 
    Emily was just finishing going through a few new online reservation requests when she heard footsteps on the stairs. She turned to see David, his khaki pants and plaid shirt looking more crisp. At least he can carry his own luggage and use an iron. “That feels better,” he said, catching Emily’s eye. “It’s not a long drive from Atlanta, but it’s long enough for everything to get wrinkled.” 
 
    “You and Jaxon bought the hotel together, correct? What about Warren and Alexis?” 
 
    “Warren is our contractor,” David said. “I’ve been working with him for years, and he is a genius when it comes to modernizing old properties. Alexis is a lawyer. We’ve got a lot of paperwork that has to be filed and quite a few hands to shake around the community. She’s good at both.” 
 
    Emily nodded, but inwardly she was wondering what kind of reception Alexis and Warren would get. Emily didn’t think Oak Hill residents would be all that impressed by Alexis’s expensive outfit, and they certainly wouldn’t be happy when they found out an outside contractor had been brought in for the job. 
 
    Of course, the biggest construction company in Oak Hill was owned by Benjamin Williams, and Emily couldn’t imagine what kind of chaos Williams Contracting was currently experiencing. It was probably hard to run a company from jail. 
 
    “The coffee should be ready by now, if you’d like to have a seat in the dining room,” Emily said, gesturing to the room across the hall. 
 
    “I expect Jaxon will want to get going as soon as he gets downstairs. It sounded like he was on a phone call up there, but I imagine it won’t take long.” David paused, glancing up as if he were picturing Jaxon in his room. “But in the meantime, I’d love a cup. Just black, thank you.” 
 
    By the time Emily got the carafe of coffee and brought it into the dining room, David was already seated at the big table, looking around the room the same way he had in the parlor. “My grandparents furnished the house almost entirely with antiques,” Emily said conversationally as she filled a cup for him. “A few pieces are original to the house, but this place was abandoned for about thirty years, so not much survived.” 
 
    “It’s very warm and cozy,” David said. “We’ll be working with a couple of buyers to source period antiques for the resort, too. That place was built in the nineteen twenties, so our furnishings will be a bit different than the ones here.” 
 
    “If you need any recommendations for local antiques dealers, I’m happy to help. I know someone who’s particularly good at finding quality furniture.” 
 
    David eyed Emily keenly. “Aren’t you worried about competition from us?” 
 
    “Not really,” Emily said honestly. “Most of my guests come here because they want to stay in a haunted bed and breakfast, so I’m not worried about them going to stay at your resort, instead. Plus, I expect your place will be a little pricier than mine.” 
 
    David laughed. “I expect so. You really get a lot of guests who want to stay with ghosts? I wonder if our property has any spooky stories.” He looked thoughtful, and Emily felt concerned for the first time that maybe the place would, in fact, draw business away from Eternal Rest.  
 
    Well, Emily consoled herself, I’ll still have more affordable rates, and I have my own psychic medium. She made a mental note to tell Sage she should turn down any job offers from a stuck-up businessman driving a BMW or a lawyer who was dressed better than everyone else in Oak Hill. 
 
    “This place has ghosts and dead bodies.” The feminine voice came from the doorway, and Emily turned to see Alexis, whose mouth was twisted with mild disgust. “I saw the news story about the murder here.” 
 
    “Murder?” David asked, sitting up alertly.  
 
    “Seventeen years ago,” Emily said, raising her hands in a calming gesture. “The body was only discovered a few weeks ago, in the cemetery.”  
 
    David’s eyebrows shot up. “Were they able to identify the body? Did they catch the murderer?” 
 
    Warren appeared in the doorway, now wearing a work jacket with Simmons Construction embroidered on it. “They sure did. The murderer was my competition in this area.” 
 
    David’s eyes widened. “This I need to hear.”  
 
    “I’ll gladly fill you in on the way to the property,” Warren said with something like sinister glee. “Jaxon is coming down now, and he wants to leave immediately.” 
 
    David drained his coffee cup and rose, giving Emily a sidelong glance that seemed to say, I told you so.  
 
    As the group walked out to their two cars, Jaxon turned to Emily and handed her a thick manilla envelope. “Oh, I need you to mail this for me. Priority, with tracking and signature required.” 
 
    Without waiting for Emily to respond, he walked out the door and shut it hard behind him, the floorboards trembling from the force.  
 
    Emily stood there for a moment, staring at the wooden door with a mixture of surprise and indignance, then went into the parlor and unceremoniously dropped the envelope onto the desk. She looked down and saw that the blank sheet of paper sitting next to her laptop now had one word written on it in capital letters: UGH. 
 
    Emily looked up and nodded her head vigorously. “You said it, Kelly.” 
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    Emily took a moment to try to calm down, but it was fruitless. Jaxon’s entitled behavior was just too annoying. Expecting her to haul his luggage upstairs was something she could have overlooked—after all, she figured he was probably used to staying in luxury hotels where that was typical—but thrusting an envelope into her hands and demanding she mail it was something else entirely. He hadn’t asked politely, and there had certainly been no “please” in his request.  
 
    “Ugh,” Emily said loudly, echoing Kelly. 
 
    Hoping the guests wouldn’t come back with some other audacious request, Emily pulled on a light jacket, locked up the house, and followed the sounds of a leaf blower in the cemetery. A dirt path led from the house to Hilltop Cemetery’s ornate iron gate, where a wide brick path ascended the cemetery’s namesake hill.  
 
    The noise was coming from the far side of the hill, on the first concentric ring path down from the top. She found Reed and his team there, working on the landscaping in front of a row of granite mausoleums. The statue of an angel gazed down at them serenely from a nearby monument. 
 
    Reed looked up and spotted Emily as she approached, and he walked over to her, looking slightly embarrassed. “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
    Emily stopped abruptly, several feet still separating them. “Um, hi to you, too.” 
 
    Reed turned his dark-brown eyes to the brick path between them, and he shifted uncomfortably. “Hi. And I’m sorry.” 
 
    Emily was used to feeling comfortable when she was with Reed, but suddenly it felt stiff and awkward. She had assumed he hadn’t turned up the past two Sunday mornings simply because he was busy with something else, or maybe even out of town, but she suddenly knew there must be more to it than that. 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure what you’re apologizing for,” Emily said cautiously. 
 
    “For being a bad friend.” Reed was still staring down at the path, and he traced a brick slowly with the toe of one shoe. 
 
    “I assume you’re talking about more than just not calling or not coming by to eat my guests’ croissants on Sundays.” Emily’s voice was quiet now, and she had a sinking feeling in her stomach. 
 
    Reed finally looked up to meet Emily’s eyes. “Yeah.” He sighed deeply and jerked his chin toward another path. “Let’s go sit and talk.” 
 
    Emily followed Reed to his ancestors’ plot. His great-great-grandfather had been the first African-American to be buried at Hilltop, and a brass plaque commemorating it stood next to his headstone. Reed settled onto a bench at the edge of the plot and motioned for Emily to sit next to him. When she did, he turned so he was facing her. “I got scared,” he said simply. 
 
    “Of... me?”  
 
    “No, but it has to do with you. I should have told you immediately, but I’m still trying to figure out what to think, and I didn’t know how you would handle it.”  
 
    “Handle what? Reed, just tell me.” Emily took Reed’s hand, but whether she was trying to comfort herself or her friend, she wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Remember I told you that I had a great-aunt who was”—Reed paused as he looked for the right words—“in tune with the spiritual world?” 
 
    Emily nodded, and he continued, “She died a while back, but her daughter inherited the gift. She lives in Alabama now, and I usually only see her at big family events. We don’t keep up with each other, so I was surprised when she suddenly gave me a call a couple weeks ago. She’d seen a news story about the murder here.” 
 
    “This has to do with Kelly?” Emily guessed. 
 
    “No.” Reed sighed again, and he reached out to take Emily’s other hand. He squeezed her fingers gently. “It has to do with Scott.” 
 
    Emily felt like a weight had been dropped onto her chest, and she rocked backward. Reed’s face seemed to blur for a moment. “His spirit is still here,” she said quietly. 
 
    Reed looked at her grimly. “I’m not sure I would say that. When my cousin saw the news piece, she recognized the name of the cemetery as one of mine. That night, she dreamed she was standing on the front porch of a house—your house, Emily—and she was looking at the cemetery. In her mind, she could hear a man asking for help. She heard him say, ‘Tell Emily to help me.’” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
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    For a brief moment, Emily felt like she was falling. She was suddenly lightheaded and breathless, and the trees around her seemed to swirl in her vision as her body sagged forward. Reed released Emily’s hands and gripped her shoulders, keeping her upright. “Emily,” he said firmly, “look at me.” 
 
    Emily tilted her head up and concentrated on Reed’s eyes, which had a worried look. When she was finally able to talk, it came out as just a whisper. “You really think it’s Scott?”  
 
    “Yes. I could be wrong, of course, but I don’t think I am.” 
 
    “What does the message mean?” 
 
    Reed shook his head slowly, sadly, and relaxed his grip on Emily. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Emily leaned back against the bench and took several deep breaths, her eyes focused on the distant hills that lined the horizon. “Sage has always said Scott’s spirit isn’t here,” she began, “but I’ve never stopped expecting him to show up. A few weeks ago, Kelly wrote me a message that said, He’s here.”  
 
    “She was talking about her murderer in that message.” 
 
    “No, this was after Mr. Williams was arrested. I think Kelly was trying to tell me that Scott’s spirit is here, but that doesn’t explain why he hasn’t communicated or why Sage can’t sense him.” 
 
    “But if his spirit needs help for some reason…” Reed trailed off, looking at Emily with concern. 
 
    Emily absently wiped at a tear she felt against her cheek. “What could that even mean?”  
 
    “I asked my cousin that same question. She said it’s possible that Scott is unable to cross over, or that something is preventing him from moving on. The question is, what?” 
 
    Emily didn’t respond, and the silence stretched until Reed shifted uncomfortably and leaned toward Emily, scrutinizing her face as if he might glean some insight to her thoughts.  
 
    Emily’s chest rose as she drew in a deep breath. She brought her palms together and rested her chin against her fingertips, her eyes shut tight, then lowered her hands and looked at Reed with resignation. “I haven’t told you everything about Scott’s death.” 
 
    Now it was Reed’s turn to look shocked. “I thought he just died in a car accident?” 
 
    “A single-car accident on a straight stretch of road, with no signs that he braked and no apparent mechanical problems with the car. The police suggested he fell asleep at the wheel, or that maybe he was reading a text and lost control, but I don’t believe either of those things. I think he was dead before the car ever left the road.” 
 
    Reed frowned. “Do you think he had a medical emergency, like a seizure or a heart attack?” 
 
    Emily raised one eyebrow, and Reed held up a hand. “I know. We all thought Scott was in great health, but it could have been something undiagnosed.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Emily conceded. “However, I think it was something paranormal that killed him. He was visiting his mom that weekend, and before he left to drive back home, he called and told me we needed to talk about ways to protect the house. I told him I thought the security cameras were enough, and he said he didn’t mean that kind of protection. I don’t think he wanted his mom to overhear, so he just said we’d talk about it when he got home.” 
 
    “Oh, Emily, why didn’t you tell us, or at least Sage?” 
 
    Emily shrugged. “At first, there was so much going on, and I had so much to process, that I barely had time to think about it. Then, after the funeral, it felt silly, like I was trying to find a conspiracy for a totally ordinary accident. I talked to my therapist about it a little, but she thought it was just my brain trying to find order in the chaos.” 
 
    Emily and Reed talked for a few more minutes, and when Reed stood, he drew Emily into a tight hug. “Tell Sage, today,” he said firmly into her ear. 
 
    “I will. I promise. I have to take a package to the post office, so I’ll stop by her shop.” 
 
    “When you’re ready to put some kind of spiritual protection on your house, you let me know. I’ll help. That’s my promise to you.”  
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    Emily kept her word, arriving at Seeing Beyond shortly before noon. Sage had decorated the second-floor office with dark-toned throw rugs and a Victorian couch upholstered in midnight-blue velvet. One of the windows was cracked open, and wind chimes hanging in front of it tinkled soothingly as Emily settled onto the couch. She could faintly hear the hum of voices inside the little room Sage had created by arranging bookcases in a U-shape around one wall, with a beaded curtain between two of them giving access into the cozy space where Sage consulted with her clients. 
 
    Sage was surprised to see Emily when she drew aside the curtain and ushered out a middle-aged man, and as soon as the door closed behind him, Sage turned and stared hard at Emily. “Your energy is all over the place,” she stated. 
 
    “We need to talk.”  
 
    Sage sat down, and Emily told her everything Reed had said and everything she had kept secret regarding Scott. Sage’s face went from shocked to scared and, finally, to determined. 
 
    “Okay,” she said when Emily finished talking. “We’ve got a lot to think about, and a lot of work to do. If Scott’s spirit is trapped somewhere between this world and the next, we will find him.”  
 
    Emily could only hug Sage in answer, feeling like a burden she had carried for the past two years was finally lifting from her shoulders. 
 
    It was Sage’s growling stomach that broke the silence and the somber mood. “In the meantime,” she said, “I need food before my client at one o’clock. Depot?” 
 
    Emily nodded, and together the two women made the short walk to The Depot. It was a little too chilly for sitting outside, so they joined the crowd already seated inside. After ordering, Emily filled Sage in on her new guests. “I can already see why Jen isn’t looking forward to meeting Jaxon,” Emily concluded, right as a server slid their plates onto the table.  
 
    The morning’s strange events had left Emily hungry, and she dug into her club sandwich with gusto. She and Sage ate in silence for a few minutes, then Sage patted her lips with a napkin and said, “Speaking of your new guests, I heard that a few of the farmers along the road that leads to the hotel are planning to protest its redevelopment. They’re worried all the construction and traffic will disrupt their chickens, or something.” 
 
    “Even the chickens are upset now?” 
 
    “Apparently. That client you saw at the shop owns a cattle farm out that way. He was filling me in on the latest farmer gossip.” 
 
    Emily and Sage turned to lighter conversation before Sage reluctantly pulled her wallet out of her purse. “I’d love to stay, but I have to get back in time for my next client.”  
 
    “And I have to get to the post office.”  
 
    After the two women parted, Emily walked to the post office. One of the nice things about Oak Hill was that most of the town’s businesses were arranged on or near the historic town square, so when Emily ran errands, she could just park her car in one spot and take care of everything.  
 
    There was a short line at the post office, and as she was waiting, she felt a tap on her shoulder. Emily turned to see a woman she recognized from the Oak Hill Hospitality Society. The society was a chance for everyone who catered to tourists and out-of-town visitors to get together, though Emily was always a bit of an outsider since Eternal Rest was the only business that relied heavily on paranormal activity for its marketing. 
 
    “Hi, Emily from Eternal Rest, right? I’m Sharon, from Everything Old is New Again.” The woman extended a hand and Emily shook it, smiling. The woman had been running the popular antiques store for several decades, and Emily had even bought a few pieces there for Eternal Rest. “What do you think about this project they’re planning for the old hotel?” 
 
    “You know the business partners in charge of it are staying at my place this week, right? It sounds like it’s going to be a pretty posh resort.” 
 
    Sharon’s lips pressed into a thin line. “I’ve heard they want guests to come and never leave the property. They’ll have dining, a gym, a spa… in other words, anyone who goes to that hotel won’t be coming into town to buy my antiques.” 
 
    “I hope that’s not true. You have a really classy store, and it seems like the guests they want at the resort would fit right in with your clientele.” Emily had almost said “expensive” instead of “classy,” but she caught herself at the last minute.  
 
    Sharon sniffed and straightened her back defiantly. “We’ll see.” 
 
    Once Emily had gotten the package mailed for Jaxon, tucking the receipt carefully into her purse so she could charge him for the cost later, she walked to the other side of the square, where Grainy Day Bakery had its front door standing open, with a chalkboard sign next to it that read, Hey, Nice Biscuits! 
 
    Emily hovered at one side of the store while the owner, Trish, helped a few customers. She had already spotted Emily, and when she was free, Trish shouted over to her, “Give me the scoop!” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Those businessmen from Atlanta. What do they think they’re doing, coming into our town to try to take business away from the locals?” Trish put her hands on her hips, her petite body in a wide stance. A lock of blonde hair had escaped her French braid, and she blew it impatiently out of one eye.  
 
    Emily actually laughed, and she threw her hands up in mock exasperation. “Is that all anyone in town is talking about? Everywhere I go, people are discussing the old hotel.” 
 
    “Because they’re supposedly making it an all-inclusive resort,” Trish answered, clearly not finding any humor in the situation. “That means tourists will be eating breakfast at their hotel, not at my bakery. That means tourists won’t be walking past my door and becoming enticed by the Basket Full of Biscuits special.” 
 
    Emily stopped smiling and looked at Trish sympathetically. “I don’t know that things will really change that much. You’ll still have hordes of day-trippers coming here for antiques shopping, and you’ll still have people staying at places like mine.” 
 
    Trish was already shaking her head as Emily finished talking. “I think it’s going to be a problem, and I’m frankly surprised that you’re not as worried as the rest of us. Have you met them yet? I hear they’re staying at your place.” 
 
    Emily groaned. “Oh, yeah, and the Knight-MacGinn guy is something else. He expected me to get his luggage out of his car and haul it up to his room for him!” 
 
    “Spoiled brat. Tell your ghosts to keep him up all night.” 
 
    “I think I need to stay on his good side. It sounds like he’s already making waves in Oak Hill, and he just arrived today. How does everyone know about him and the hotel project, anyway? Did a memo go out to everyone?” 
 
    “Actually, yes.” Emily started to laugh again, but she realized Trish still looked completely serious. “The Chamber of Commerce included a piece about it in their e-newsletter last week. Didn’t you see it?” 
 
    “I guess I missed it. I’ve been swamped with reservation requests, so I’m a little behind.” 
 
    Trish angled her body so she could check that no one had come through the door behind Emily, and she kept her voice low. “You know Jay, the owner of The Depot? He’s more upset than anyone else. He said he might not be able to stop them legally, but he sure as hell won’t go down without a fight.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?”  
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m ready for a fight, too.” Trish leaned over the counter and pointed a floured finger at Emily. “I expect you to tell me every detail about these people and their plans.” 
 
    “Something tells me you’ll hear all the gossip before I do.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
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    Emily’s mom called that night, and although she started off asking her usual slew of questions—how Emily was doing, whether she had guests at Eternal Rest, and if the ghosts were behaving—she quickly shifted gears to, “Tell me about these people from Atlanta.” 
 
    “I’m just going to make an appearance on the news tomorrow morning to give everyone in town an update.” Emily was sitting at the little wooden table in the kitchen, the remains of her dinner sitting in front of her. She had pushed her chair back and put her feet up on another chair when her mom called, settling in for the conversation. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “No, Mom, of course not! I’m just surprised that everyone knows not only about this group, but also that they’re staying at Eternal Rest.” Emily gave her mother a brief rundown of the morning’s encounter with Jaxon, but she kept her tone light. While she fully expected to hear the front door when they finally came back, she didn’t want to risk being overheard saying anything negative about her guests. 
 
    The conversation moved on to an article Emily’s mom had spotted in a regional magazine, which listed the top ten haunted hotels in Georgia. Eternal Rest had made the list at spot number nine. As they were speaking, Emily heard the front door creak open and feet treading the hallway boards.  
 
    “That’s great, Mom! Did you pick up a copy for me?” Emily asked. 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    “I’ve got a full house through Sunday, but maybe I can come over next Monday and get it from you, or we can meet downtown—” Emily abruptly stopped as a man’s voice called her name loudly from the kitchen doorway. “Oh, hang on a sec, Mom.” She turned her attention to Jaxon, who had his arms crossed over his chest and an impatient look on his face. “Welcome back. Do you need help with something?” 
 
    “You weren’t at your desk.” 
 
    Something about his tone made Emily say into the phone, “Mom, I’ll call you back. Bye.” She turned back to Jaxon and forced herself to smile. “I was eating dinner.”  
 
    “Well, I need a wake-up call at seven tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Oh!” Emily said, surprised. She realized she still had her feet up on the chair, and she quickly slid them off and stood. “We don’t have a wake-up call system, but there’s an alarm clock in your room.” 
 
    “I need a wake-up call, too. Seven o’clock.” 
 
    Emily paused for a moment, trying to come up with a response that wouldn’t be rude. She moved her dinner plate to the sink as she thought. “There are no phones in the room, so I am unable to call,” she finally said slowly, struggling to keep her voice calm and neutral. “However, I can come knock on your door at seven. Would you like that?” 
 
    Jaxon narrowed his eyes at her, then finally gave a short nod. “Fine. Be prompt.”  
 
    Before Emily could answer, a loud knocking noise emanated from the wall above the table.  
 
    “What was that?” Jaxon asked, looking past Emily to the wall. “Do you have rats in this house?” 
 
    Emily bit her lip to keep herself from laughing, and she turned to look at the wall, too. “That was probably Mrs. Thompson. She’s one of the ghosts here, and she mostly communicates through knocking noises.” 
 
    Jaxon was silent for a few moments, but his expression darkened. Now, instead of simply looking sour, he seemed to be sneering at Emily. “Ghosts, right. It’s a nice little marketing ploy for you, I’m sure. I’m curious how you pull it off. Mechanisms in the walls? Hidden speakers?” 
 
    Emily stepped back, too offended to be polite. “Excuse me? The paranormal activity here is legitimate!”  
 
    “If I were you, I’d be more focused on customer service. You’re going to have stiff competition when we open. Seven o’clock, sharp.” With that, Jaxon spun on his heel and disappeared down the hallway.  
 
    Emily realized her fingers had curled into fists, and she fought to keep her mouth shut. She took several breaths to calm herself down, then turned her thoughts to loading the dishwasher and getting the coffee maker ready for the next morning. As she worked, she heard movement from the doorway again and steeled herself, but it was David Neal this time. “I heard Jaxon back here being, well, Jaxon,” he said softly, glancing furtively over his shoulder. “I apologize for his behavior. He’s normally a little more personable, but he’s been unusually cranky the past few days. I’m not sure what’s going on, but he’s taking it out on everyone who crosses his path.” 
 
    “How did you two wind up working together?” Emily asked, drying her hands on a towel. She couldn’t imagine why someone who seemed to be as polite and even-tempered as David would want to join forces with Jaxon. 
 
    David shrugged and leaned against the doorframe. “He’s a smart investor, and he’s well-connected. He’s got a real knack for turning a project into the next big thing. From a business perspective, being a part of anything Jaxon is excited about is a good idea. Besides, like I said, he’s usually a little more tolerable.” 
 
    No sooner had David stopped speaking than they both heard loud stomping coming down the stairs. Emily was completely unsurprised when Jaxon pushed his way past David, but she was taken aback by the look of anger on his face. “Did you steal my suitcase?” 
 
    Emily stared at him, her mouth open. “What?” 
 
    “My suitcase. It was sitting on my bed when we left the house this morning, and now it’s gone. What did you do with it?” 
 
    “I haven’t been in your room,” Emily answered coolly as a realization struck her. “Have you checked in the wardrobe?” 
 
    “Of course not. I didn’t leave it in the wardrobe. I left it on the bed.” 
 
    “I suggest checking in the wardrobe. If you want to go up and take a look, I bet you’ll find your suitcase there.” 
 
    Jaxon pointed angrily at Emily. “I’m not going anywhere until I get some answers.” 
 
    “Jaxon,” David said calmly, putting a hand on his arm and pushing it gently downward, “stop pointing. It’s rude. Let’s all go up together and look in the wardrobe.” 
 
    Emily led the way upstairs, feeling angry as well as nervous. A guy like Jaxon could really hurt her reputation if he wanted to. He had been in Oak Hill for all of one day, and already everyone was gossiping about him and the hotel. If he decided to start publicly accusing Emily of things like stealing luggage and faking the hauntings at Eternal Rest, it could be detrimental to her business. Stay nice, Emily told herself. Be polite, and don’t give him any more reason to be mean. 
 
    Emily paused outside the door to Jaxon’s room so he could open it, and as he stepped inside he waved his arm toward the bed dramatically. “See? Just like I said. My suitcase—” He stopped, his arm frozen in midair as his fingers twitched angrily.  
 
    His suitcase was sitting on the bed, right where he said he had left it. 
 
    “But… I don’t… How…” Jaxon was flustered, and in that moment, Emily felt like she’d never seen anything so satisfying. “That’s impossible,” he finally said. He turned to Emily, still looking angry. “I came in the room, and it was gone, and now it’s back. But you were downstairs in the kitchen with David, so how did you manage it?” 
 
    “I didn’t move your suitcase,” Emily said. She hoped her smile looked polite instead of gleeful. “I expect Mrs. Thompson put your suitcase in the wardrobe for you to be helpful, but when she heard you complain about it being moved, she put it back on the bed.” 
 
    “Mrs. Thompson,” Jaxon said through gritted teeth. “One of your ghosts.”  
 
    “Exactly. She used to work here, and she still likes to help guests. Putting luggage away is one of her favorite things to do.” Emily made the mistake of glancing at David, who looked just as entertained by the whole scene as she was. She barely managed to keep herself from laughing. 
 
    “I don’t know how you’re doing it, but I’m going to find out,” Jaxon finally said, his finger again raised in accusation. “Seven o’clock tomorrow morning.”  
 
    He slammed the door shut, and Emily stepped back just in time to avoid being hit in the face. 
 
    She turned to David, and he snorted as he tried to suppress his laughter. He led Emily down the hall, away from Jaxon’s room, and whispered, “I’m sorry he’s still acting like this toward you, but his expression is the funniest thing I’ve seen in ages!” 
 
    Despite the absurdity of the situation, Emily still felt that nagging worry that Jaxon could ruin her and Eternal Rest if he put his mind to it. “I really do think it was Mrs. Thompson,” Emily said earnestly. “I know he doesn’t believe Eternal Rest is haunted, but I assure you, I’m not making it up.” 
 
    David’s smile faded and he looked at Emily seriously. “Don’t worry, he’ll calm down. By tomorrow, I’m sure he’ll be too busy with work to even think about tonight.” 
 
    “Let’s hope.” 
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    The next morning, Emily knocked on Jaxon’s door the moment her watch read seven o’clock. She had walked upstairs at three minutes ’til, standing silently in the hallway and looking at her watch every few seconds until it was exactly seven. Jaxon was finding plenty to complain about, but Emily was determined that his makeshift wake-up call wouldn’t be one of them. 
 
    “Good morning!” she called as she knocked. A muffled voice answered, and Emily went back downstairs, satisfied that she had done enough. She returned to the kitchen, where she was nearly finished arranging sliced meats and cheeses on a tray to go with all the baked goods she had picked up at Grainy Day Bakery on Monday afternoon. She was tired after a long night of little sleep. She had lain in bed alternating between worrying about Scott and dreading her next encounter with Jaxon. 
 
    Emily took the two trays into the dining room, and by the time she came in again with the carafe of coffee, Warren was just sitting down at the table. She said good morning to the contractor, who gave her a sleepy smile and a nod.  
 
    Instead of retreating to the kitchen, Emily sat down at her desk in the parlor. She heard the other three guests make their way downstairs during the next half hour, and she waited anxiously for Jaxon to stick his head into the room, ready with another complaint. 
 
    Thankfully, it never came. Shortly before eight, David came in to let Emily know they were heading out for the day, and she could hear Jaxon in the hallway, clearly having a phone conversation with someone. She caught the words “deed” and “contract,” so she knew he was too busy with business to complain to her about anything. David had been right with his prediction the night before. 
 
    Once the four guests were out of the house, Emily cleared the breakfast dishes from the dining room and put away the remaining food. She was already thinking of the turkey sandwich she could make later with one of the leftover bagels. Trish would stop by late in the afternoon on her way home from the bakery to deliver a fresh batch of baked goods for Wednesday morning’s breakfast. 
 
    With the downstairs taken care of, Emily headed to the second floor to neaten each of the four guest rooms. Alexis had left her bath towel lying in a twisted heap on top of her bed, and Warren had forgotten to turn off the radio, but otherwise they were neat guests, and the cleaning was quickly done. 
 
    Emily had saved Jaxon’s room for last, wanting to take extra care to ensure it was perfect when she was finished. When she walked in, she noticed there was a piece of paper lying on the nightstand. Ordinarily, that wouldn’t be anything to warrant attention, but her name was written in bold capital letters at the top. 
 
    Emily crept toward the note as if it might bite her, expecting a complaint in hand-written form this time. She was already wondering if Jaxon would be sending her a scathing telegram next, when she realized he hadn’t left her a complaint at all. 
 
    It was a to-do list. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE 
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    Emily had just reached the bottom of the stairs, the to-do list crumpling in her angry grip, when the doorbell rang. She quickly folded the sheet of paper and stuffed it in her back pocket before opening the door to see Reed, his eyes sparkling like he had just heard something funny. “Good morning,” he said, “I wanted to come check on you, but I figured I should wait until the interlopers had left.” 
 
    “You mean my guests?” Emily asked wryly. 
 
    “According to Oak Hill gossip, they are unwanted intruders, here to destroy our community and way of life.” Reed was smiling. “Can you hear them conducting their Satanic rituals upstairs, or do they practice their dark arts at the old hotel?” 
 
    Emily blew out an exasperated breath. “I’d argue that they aren’t as bad as all that, but this Jaxon Knight-MacGinn guy is a real piece of work. He left me a to-do list for the day. I was planning to go into town, anyway, but for myself, not for his”—Emily fished the list out of her pocket—“legal-size notepad, pens, and hairspray, among other things.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “I’ll fill you in if you want to come in for coffee and breakfast. I’ve got leftovers.”  
 
    Reed looked disappointed as he answered, “Thanks, but I need to get back to work. I actually stopped by to see how you were doing after what I told you yesterday.” 
 
    “I’m… processing the news. Part of me thinks there’s no way it could be Scott, but mostly I’m worried about him. To be honest, I’m a little worried about myself, too. If something went after Scott, and if he felt the need to protect the house spiritually, then maybe I should be afraid, too. I had thought of that back when he died, but it’s been two years, and nothing has happened to me. I stopped worrying about my own safety a long time ago, and now I’m wondering if I’ve gotten too complacent.” 
 
    Reed looked at Emily steadily. “I do think you should stay vigilant, but you’re right. Nothing has happened to you so far, so don’t drive yourself crazy about it. Finding a way to help Scott should be our focus. And when I say ‘our focus,’ I mean it. You, me, and Sage. We’re here for you.” 
 
    “I know. Thank you.” Emily hugged Reed, then said, “Wait! Let me send you with leftovers for you and your team.” She dashed down the hallway and quickly filled a shopping bag with some of the leftover baked goods. Reed thanked her profusely as she handed the bag to him. He gave her a reassuring look and returned to the cemetery. 
 
    Emily wasn’t alone for long. Her new assistant was due to arrive for his first day at nine o’clock, and he rang the doorbell right as the chimes of the grandfather clock in the parlor announced the hour. Trip Ellis was a lifelong resident of Oak Hill, but Emily had never met him until the previous week. One day he had simply called, telling Emily that he had heard she was looking for a part-time assistant and that he was interested in the job. Emily suspected his interest was less about the money and more about the notoriety: with Eternal Rest suddenly getting local media attention, she could see why someone would be eager to work there. Still, Trip was friendly and seemed competent, which was all she could ask for. 
 
    Trip had wandered across the front porch by the time Emily opened the door, and he was gazing at the cemetery. The slanting sunlight gave his brown, wavy hair a red sheen. He turned when he heard the hinges creak and gave Emily a wide smile. “Good morning!” 
 
    “Hi, Trip. Come on in.” As Emily led him into the parlor, she said, “I’m really glad you’re here. One of our guests left me a list of errands he wants me to run for him today, so I’ll be in town longer than I expected.” 
 
    “Oh.” Trip frowned slightly. “Do guests typically make you run errands for them?” 
 
    “No,” Emily assured him firmly. “I think this guy is used to a different level of service than what we offer here at Eternal Rest. If he comes back early and asks you to polish his shoes or something ridiculous like that, don’t be surprised. And don’t be afraid to say no!” 
 
    “Noted. Anything else I need to know?” 
 
    “No, it should be a fairly quiet day, other than folks calling to make reservations. This weekend is our Spirited Saturday Night package, so you might get some inquiries about check-in times, or the rare odd question, like whether a guest needs to bring nice clothes for the séance. Oh! And there are a few leftovers from breakfast, plus more coffee, in the kitchen. Help yourself.” 
 
    “I’m going to like this job!” Trip was grinning, but Emily found it hard to mirror his enthusiasm. Trevor had said something similar when he started working for her, and he’d gone on to get attacked by a ghost and to discover his father was a killer. Emily very much hoped things would be smoother for Trip. 
 
    “Well, I may as well head on into town,” Emily said reluctantly. “I’ll be a while, since I’m getting a haircut and have to run these errands for Jaxon Knight-MacGinn. He’s the handful of a guest. The others seem okay.” So far, at least. 
 
    Trip nodded knowingly. “My dad filled me in. He said his customers couldn’t stop talking about them yesterday. Stuck-up Jaxon makes a fuss, nice-guy Davey smooths it over, and the whole town knows about it two minutes later.” Trip’s dad owned Ellis Hardware, and Emily knew Junior Ellis in passing from her many shopping trips there. Trip had only recently returned to Oak Hill after getting his degree at the University of Georgia. Trip’s real name was Leopold Ellis III, which Emily thought would have been a real mouthful for a kid. Luckily, Trip told Emily, everyone had always called him “Triple,” or just “Trip.” When he came to Eternal Rest to learn what the job would entail, he had hinted to Emily that he was simply biding his time until it was his turn to take over the hardware store.  
 
    “It’s all I heard about when I was in town yesterday, too,” Emily agreed. “And thanks for the reminder. I need to stop by the store to get some plant food for the rose bushes out back. If I’m not careful, I’m going to ruin all the hard work my grandmother put into making them grow.” 
 
    As Emily put on a cardigan and slung her purse over her shoulder, Trip grabbed the cordless phone and made a beeline for the kitchen. She left feeling confident that Eternal Rest was in good hands, and she turned her attention to her growing list of errands for the day. In addition to the plant food, she also needed to get a few things at the grocery store, take care of Jaxon’s list, and make it to her hair appointment on time. 
 
    Emily stopped at Ellis Hardware first, since it was on the other side of Oak Hill and too far from downtown to be in walking distance from the square. From there, she drove to the square and easily found parking along one side. It wasn’t quite ten o’clock yet, and on a weekday, there were few tourists. Emily hated going into Oak Hill on the weekends, when the streets were clogged with cars and parking was nearly impossible to find. Today, though, downtown had a laid-back feel, and a few clouds floated across the sky on a cool breeze. Days like this reminded Emily why she loved living in a small town, where life generally moved at a slower pace. 
 
    There wouldn’t be enough time to run errands before her hair appointment, so Emily slowly strolled across the square to the salon. Inside, she called hello to her stylist, who was finishing up another customer, and settled into a seat in the waiting area. She picked up a magazine but never actually read a single page, because she caught the word “resort” from a woman whose hair was being set in rollers. Emily leaned forward slightly, keeping her eyes on the magazine but listening intently to the woman. 
 
    “I hear the city council is going to schedule time during their next meeting to address the issues,” the woman was saying. “They’re going to have to set aside hours for it, if you ask me. Everyone is upset about this new place. That lawyer woman will probably be there, lording over us with her expensive heels.” 
 
    The woman setting her hair spoke around the comb she was absentmindedly holding between her teeth. “If Benjamin Williams was still on the loose, he’d take care of them.” 
 
    The woman in curlers gasped. Emily cringed. 
 
    “Oh, I’m not the first to say it,” the stylist continued. “And I don’t necessarily mean that Benjamin would murder these people. He’d be livid about them bringing in their own contractor from Atlanta. Think of all the money that won’t be flowing into Oak Hill.” 
 
    Emily stopped listening, already growing weary of hearing about her guests. Couldn’t the residents of Oak Hill talk about something else? At least, Emily reminded herself, the more the town turned its attention to Jaxon and his team, the less they would be talking about Eternal Rest’s recent scandal.  
 
    Of course, when Emily’s stylist, Jean, finally got her seated in a chair, the first thing out of her mouth as she draped a smock around Emily was, “Tell me about your guests!” 
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    The fresh haircut gave Emily’s hair a nice bounce, and instead of pulling it up into the usual ponytail or bun, she kept it down. Maybe, Emily thought, it would prevent anyone else in town from recognizing her and asking her awkward questions. 
 
    Emily paused on the sidewalk outside the salon to review Jaxon’s to-do list. The hairspray she could get at the grocery store, which would be her last stop so she could go right home with the food. The notepad and pens could be acquired at the office supply store, and the duffel bag—what a weird thing to request—was something she could get at the sports supply store. Sure, she could get in her car and drive all the way out to the interstate, where the chain stores were, but Emily would much rather get all of her errands done in one spot and support Oak Hill businesses at the same time. It might cost a few dollars more, but she was certain Jaxon could afford it. The final item on his list was an instruction to pick up a package from an advertising and graphic design firm. She thought back to the conversation she had overheard at the salon and noted that at least somebody in Oak Hill was making money off this project. Maybe Jaxon would try to keep some of his spending local, after all. Maybe he wasn’t as awful as she was making him out to be in her mind. 
 
    Nah. 
 
    The trip to the office store was easy, though it took longer than she would have liked. The sales clerk recognized her, and Emily realized that no matter what she did with her hair, it didn’t change the fact that she was wearing her Eternal Rest shirt. The couple standing in line behind Emily looked annoyed as the clerk kept asking her questions, first about Kelly Stern and Benjamin Williams, and then about the investors. 
 
    By the time she left, Emily had decided that for the immediate future, she would send Trip into town to run the errands, and she would stay at Eternal Rest. Ordinarily, Emily loved the chance to get out of the house and see people around town, but she was feeling weighed down by the nonstop attention and gossip. With the added worry about Reed’s message and Scott’s fate, Emily just wanted to curl up in bed and be alone with the thoughts whirling through her mind. 
 
    Instead, though, she needed a duffel bag. Jaxon hadn’t specified a size, so she bought a simple black one at the sports store, hoping its average size was sufficient.  
 
    With those things taken care of, Emily walked a block away to the advertising firm, whose office was in an old brick house that had been converted into business space. Inside, Emily found herself looking at four large desks sharing the open floor plan. Not a single head turned in her direction when she entered, and she noticed that two of them were wearing headphones. Emily walked up to the nearest person, who was bent over his desk as he drew on a tablet. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Emily said politely. Her eyes flicked to Jaxon’s list. “I’m here to pick up an order for Mountain View Manor Resort and Spa.” 
 
    The man tensed, and as he turned to face her, Emily braced herself for yet another round of gossip and complaining. 
 
    Instead, she found herself face to face with Trevor Williams. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIX 
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    Emily sucked in her breath and froze, as if Trevor might not notice her if she stood perfectly still. His bright blue eyes registered surprise, then discomfort. He looked away as he ran a hand nervously through his dark hair. “Hi, Emily,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Trevor.” Emily’s voice was barely audible. She hadn’t seen Trevor since the night his dad had tried to kill him and his brother, Dillan. And, Emily had to remind herself, Benjamin Williams would have killed her and Sage, too, if he had gotten the chance. Emily knew after that night, Trevor wouldn’t be returning to his job as her assistant at Eternal Rest. She hadn’t even expected him to stay in Oak Hill, since he had only moved back home to take care of his dad. Now that Mr. Williams was in jail, she assumed the staff there were ensuring he got his chemo treatments. 
 
    “I’ll get the order,” Trevor mumbled. He rose and sidled past Emily to retrieve a large cardboard box from a table at the side of the room. When he returned to her, his expression was calmer. “It’s not heavy, but I’ll carry it out to your car for you.” 
 
    “I’m a block away. I don’t want to make you go that far.” In reality, Emily was fighting the urge to just snatch the box out of Trevor’s hands and run away as quickly as she could.  
 
    I should have called him, she lectured herself. I should have shown him some support after his dad got arrested. 
 
    Trevor nodded toward the door. “If you’ll open the door for me, I’ll carry this out to your car.” Something about his tone this time told Emily he wasn’t just making the offer to be friendly. He wanted to talk. 
 
    Emily complied, feeling like her limbs were moving in slow motion as she dreaded what Trevor might have to say to her. She hadn’t called him, because she was terrified he would be angry with her. If she and her guests hadn’t found the remains of Kelly Stern’s body, Trevor’s dad would still be free, and no one would have any idea that the old man was a murderer. 
 
    Trevor was silent as they walked to the square, where Emily was parked. She could feel her chest tightening with every step, but she couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t be awkward or embarrassing. Finally, after Emily had opened her trunk and Trevor had put the box inside, he spoke, his eyes fixed on the ground. 
 
    “I’m sorry I haven’t called,” he began. 
 
    Emily involuntarily took a step back in her astonishment. “No, I’m supposed to say that,” she said firmly. “I should have called you the day after everything happened. I should have checked on you and your brother to make sure you were okay.” 
 
    “None of this would have happened if it weren’t for my dad, or even Dillan, for that matter. He’s the one who left Kelly alone in the cemetery that night. I didn’t expect to hear from you, because I figured you didn’t want anything to do with me or my family.” The corners of Trevor’s mouth twitched downward. 
 
    Now Emily closed the gap between herself and Trevor, remembering what Sage had said about how ostracized Trevor had been in high school after his brother’s mysterious disappearance. Emily realized he must be going through the same thing all over again. “I thought you would be angry with me,” she said softly. “I was afraid to talk to you because I thought you would blame me for everything that happened.” 
 
    Trevor finally looked up at Emily, his expression a mixture of confusion and sadness. “Of course I don’t blame you. I actually think it’s for the best that the truth came out, even if it has made our family the pariahs of Oak Hill.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you go back to Atlanta? You only came here to take care of your dad.” 
 
    Trevor shrugged. “His house needs to be cleaned out and sold, ownership of his construction business has to be sorted out, and even though he tried to kill us, I’m visiting him every week in jail. He’s still my dad.” Emily could hear the resignation in Trevor’s voice. “I got a graphic design job, at least.” 
 
    “And Dillan?” 
 
    “He’s gone back to Virginia. You know he’s got an eight-year-old daughter? He got married, had a kid, and got divorced, all while I didn’t even know if he was alive. He’s going to bring his daughter here for a visit at some point, but I think Dillan is waiting…” 
 
    Trevor didn’t need to finish his sentence. Emily knew Dillan was waiting for their dad to die before he would ever set foot in Oak Hill again. 
 
    “Well,” Emily said, hoping to lighten the mood. “Kelly’s ghost is still at the house, and she seems really happy, unless you count how disgusted she is with one of the current guests. I can’t blame her; I feel the same way.” 
 
    Trevor gave Emily a small smile. “I’m probably the only person in town who’s grateful for the group from Mountain View. Up until now, everyone has been gossiping about my family and Eternal Rest. Now, they’re all gossiping about the hotel owners and Eternal Rest.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can’t seem to stay out of the spotlight, even when I try.” Emily reached out and put a hand gently on Trevor’s arm. “I’m sorry I didn’t call. You’re not alone here, Trevor. If you need anything, even if you just want to talk, I’m here for you. You should come over one day for coffee. I promise Kelly will behave.” 
 
    Trevor’s tone was sincere, but he winked at her. “Thanks. I’d love to do that, just as soon as your current guests have checked out.” 
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    Emily’s cell phone rang just as she was saying goodbye to Trevor, and the caller ID told her the call was from Eternal Rest. Worried that Trip had run into some kind of a problem—after Trevor’s experiences with Kelly, her mind immediately imagined an incident with an angry ghost—she answered anxiously as she gave Trevor a last wave. 
 
    Trip didn’t sound distraught at all, but Emily’s relief wasn’t diminished in the slightest by his embarrassed tone. “I know you’re really busy,” Trip began, “but I just got a call from one of the guests here.” 
 
    “Jaxon Knight-MacGinn?” 
 
    “Yes.” There was a long pause. “Um, he called here just now, asking for your cell phone number. I tried to tell him that if there was any kind of emergency, I could handle it for him, but he was really insistent.” 
 
    Emily frowned into the phone. “Did he say what he wanted it for?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but he made it sound like he has more errands he wants you to run for him.” 
 
    Emily groaned. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Trip said quickly. “He wouldn’t take no for an answer, and I felt like I couldn’t withhold your number without being some kind of horrible employee.” 
 
    “I’m not mad at you,” Emily said quickly. “I know how he is, and I can imagine that he’s every bit as intimidating on the phone as he is in person. I’m just glad you’re there to keep an eye on things since I’ll obviously be gone even longer than I expected.” Emily stopped as she heard the beep of her call waiting. “Trip, I’ve got to go. I bet that’s him on the other line.” 
 
    Emily clicked over to the other call and purposely kept her voice light and friendly as she said hello. 
 
    “Emily, we need lunch delivered to us at the property. We already placed our order at a place called The Depot, so I need you to pick it up and bring it to us.” Jaxon hadn’t even bothered to respond to Emily’s greeting or identify himself, and Emily could feel her annoyance and disgust with him growing into real anger. 
 
    The second these guests check out, she told herself, I’m adding a “take care of your own business” clause to the website. She considered whether it would be too unprofessional to also have a “don’t be a jerk” rule. 
 
    Wondering when she would ever make it to the grocery store, let alone eat her own lunch, Emily grudgingly walked over to The Depot. It was already starting to fill up with people on their lunch breaks, and Emily waited a few moments at the counter before she was able to tell a server that she was picking up an order. 
 
    Emily stood around for another ten minutes, and finally it was the owner himself, Jay, who came out laden with plastic bags full of take-out boxes. He stopped and looked around the restaurant with a frown until Emily gave him a wave. “Is that for the group at Mountain View?” she asked. 
 
    “They’re lucky I didn’t spit in every sandwich,” Jay snarled. Emily wondered if that meant he had spit in some of the sandwiches. “You run Eternal Rest. Why are you helping out these soul-suckers?” 
 
    Emily shrugged. “They’re staying with me this week.” 
 
    “They’ll drive you out of business, too,” Jay warned as he passed the bags to Emily. 
 
    “I don’t think so. Their guests are going to pay a lot of money for yoga and spa treatments. My guests pay an affordable rate for ghosts and historic charm.” 
 
    “They’re going to take visitors away from our town,” Jay said, picking angrily at a stain on his white apron. “We need to stop them. Oh, that’ll be thirty-seven bucks.” 
 
    Emily glanced down at the food in her hands. “He didn’t pay already?” 
 
    “Nope. He said he didn’t want to give his credit card number over the phone.” 
 
    It had been a long time since Emily got so angry she ground her teeth. Not only was she going to charge Jaxon for the food and all the other things she was buying for him, but she was going to add a service charge on top of it. A big one. Emily dropped the bags onto the counter so she could rummage through her purse. When she pulled out her wallet, she looked at Jay with one eyebrow raised. “So, how do you suggest we stop them?” 
 
    Jay smiled wickedly. “By any means necessary.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
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    Emily focused on calming herself down as she drove toward Mountain View Manor. The old hotel was about five miles outside of downtown Oak Hill, set far back off a two-lane road that was mostly only traveled by the farming families who lived along it. At least Emily hadn’t needed to get directions to the hotel. As a teenager, she and her friends had snuck into the old building on a number of occasions, always hoping to see ghosts but always terrified at the prospect, too. They had only ever ventured there late at night, and a part of her was actually looking forward to seeing the hulking old structure in the daytime. Emily had loved exploring its crumbling hallways all those years ago, and even though she now warned guests who planned to visit that it was private property, she was always a little envious when they came back to Eternal Rest with stories of their adventures there. 
 
    Mountain View Manor was far more impressive in the daylight. It had been built in the nineteen twenties, nearly half a century after Hilltop Cemetery opened. Like the cemetery, the hotel was built on top of a tall hill. Its pink stucco was faded, and here and there red roof tiles were missing, but the Spanish Revival structure loomed over the trees around it. A tower rose from the center of the hotel, and Emily knew the views from there must be spectacular. She had never been brave enough to venture up the litter-strewn steps that led to it, especially in the dark. 
 
    Emily parked in a gravel lot on one side of the building, right next to Jaxon’s BMW. When she stepped out of her car, Emily took a moment to stand and admire the hotel. The gardens that flanked the wide flagstone walkway leading to the front entrance were weedy and overgrown now, but they must have been beautiful when they were well-tended. At most hotels, guests could pull their cars right up to the entrance to easily unload their luggage. Here, the walkway meandered lazily from the parking lot to the entrance, and Emily wondered if the original architects had done that on purpose to make guests feel like they were leaving the normal world behind and entering a new one. It certainly felt like that now, as Emily gathered the take-out bags from The Depot and began the walk, except instead of being welcomed to a luxurious hotel, she felt like she was being welcomed to a Halloween haunted house. Only the fog machines and employees in gruesome masks were missing. 
 
    One of the wooden double doors was propped open with a rock from the garden, and Emily felt the temperature dip slightly as she walked into the dim lobby. A path to the stairwell opposite the door had been swept clean of dust and fallen plaster, but the rest of the space looked much like she remembered it from her teenage years. The reception desk was on the left, and a wide area on the right must have been a lounge. A few moldy chairs were still there, their stuffing spilling out and dark stains on their maroon upholstery. The wide windows that faced the front garden were the only source of light in the lobby. 
 
    Emily looked up and was surprised to see the remains of a fresco on the high ceiling above her. Despite the chunks of plaster that had cracked and fallen off over the years, she could still see that it had once depicted the sun setting beyond pine-covered hills.  
 
    While Emily paused to appreciate the faded grandeur, she realized it was eerily quiet in the lobby. She had no idea where her guests might be, and she couldn’t even hear a distant voice to help lead her in the right direction. Since the floor had been cleared in a straight line to the stairs, Emily went that way, which only left her with the decision of whether she should go up or down. She leaned forward at the waist when she reached the staircase, listening, but still it was silent. A glance at the stairs themselves didn’t help, either, since dusty footprints led in both directions. 
 
    Not willing to haul the food up or down more stairs than necessary, Emily set the bags down and chose the stairs leading up, figuring she would find her guests before worrying about delivering their lunch. 
 
    Emily made it up to the third story before she gave up. The stairs hadn’t been swept clean beyond that floor, so it was doubtful anyone was higher than that point. She had ventured partway down the broad hallways of each floor, where the striped wallpaper was peeling and warped wainscoting panels were arcing away from the walls, but still she heard no voices. 
 
    As she was descending the stairs to the lobby, Emily stopped short. The food bags had been moved from the spot where she’d dropped them. They had been right in front of the stairs that led down, but now they were sitting in the middle of the lobby. Emily could feel goose bumps breaking out on her arms, and she tried to tell herself that someone must have come in and moved them while she’d been searching upstairs. But why someone would bother to do that made no sense, and she couldn’t help but suspect that something unseen might be responsible.  
 
    Was Mountain View actually haunted? The kids of Oak Hill were all convinced it was, but she couldn’t remember any actual ghost stories about the place. She and her friends had always run out of the hotel, screaming and terrified, shortly after sneaking in, but none of them seemed to have ever experienced anything paranormal. They thought they heard a noise, or they heard someone else scream, then got caught up in the excitement and began screaming, too, but no one had ever claimed to have actually encountered a ghost in the old halls.  
 
    Besides, why would an old hotel be haunted? Emily wondered. It made sense that Eternal Rest had ghosts, since people had lived and died in the house before its conversion to a bed and breakfast, but she couldn’t imagine that a hotel like this had a lot of deaths in its history.  
 
    Emily moved the bags to their original resting spot, silently daring any ghosts who might be there to move them again, and headed downstairs in search of her guests. 
 
    This time, Emily finally heard voices. She had gone down two flights of stairs and found herself not in a basement, but in a room with windows that overlooked the back of the property. The hill fell away steeply here, and this floor, which was underground at the front of the hotel, was actually ground-level at the back. A pool had been squeezed into a flat area just outside the windows, but it looked empty from Emily’s vantage point. Some wooden tables and chairs from when the room must have been a restaurant were pushed up against the walls. Emily and her friends had never ventured downstairs, assuming they would simply be in a dark underground storage room, so she had no idea there was such a big area or such a pretty view from this level. Since the hill fell away, the tops of the surrounding trees were lower than the room itself, and the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains rolled across the distant horizon in a dark line. 
 
    The three men were sitting around a large table that had been placed in front of wide glass doors. Many of the panes were broken, so a soft breeze was ruffling the stack of blueprints and notes that were spread out on the table.  
 
    It was David who looked up first, smiling. “Ah, Emily. You found us!”  
 
    “I did, and now that I’ve found you, I’ll go get your food and bring it down.” Not waiting for a response, Emily went back up the stairs to retrieve the food. She felt slightly disappointed when she discovered the bags hadn’t been moved again. She had hoped for another possible paranormal encounter. 
 
    Emily put the bags on a table near the one the men were using for their planning and asked casually, “Have all three of you been down here for a while?” 
 
    Warren’s shoulders hunched. “Yes. Why, did you see someone? Is that local guy out here making a fuss again?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t see anyone.” There was no point in telling them about the moving bags, Emily figured, since Jaxon was clearly such a skeptic.  
 
    He was the one who spoke now. “Thank you for bringing our lunch out here.” Emily had just a moment to feel surprise at his politeness before he continued, “We’ll do the same for the rest of the week. I already told the restaurant to prepare our order at the same time each day, so you can go pick it up just like you did today.”  
 
    Emily clenched her jaw but remained silent, still determined not to show Jaxon how much she disliked him. Be polite, she repeated over and over again in her mind, like a mantra. “I’ll see you all tonight,” she said finally. David and Warren both gave her a wave, but Jaxon had already returned his attention to the plans on the table. 
 
    When Emily reached the lobby again, she stood for a moment and sighed. Her guests would be checking out in just three days, which meant she only had to continue being nice that much longer. After that, Jaxon would be going back to Atlanta, and if he ever tried to make a reservation at Eternal Rest again, Emily would tell him she was booked. Lying, she thought, would be better than telling him off, which was what she really wanted to do. Never in her ten years of running Eternal Rest had she been faced with a guest as presumptuous and entitled as him.  
 
    Emily put her hands in her hair and massaged her scalp with her fingers, still trying to calm herself. She tilted her head down, and out of the corner of her eye she saw a pale pink line. When she looked directly at the spot, she saw it was the bare tile of the floor, but it wasn’t in an area that had been swept clean. This line sat right in the middle of the dusty, plaster-strewn area. 
 
    And it wasn’t just a line, Emily realized. It was an arrow, pointing to a hallway to the right of the reception desk.  
 
    Emily stood up straight now, startled. She was almost certain that arrow hadn’t been there when she had first walked into the lobby. It stood out in stark contrast to the space around it, and it began only a couple of feet away from the cleared path she was on now. Surely I would have noticed if it was there before. 
 
    “Okay,” Emily said softly to the space around her. “I see your arrow. I assume I’m supposed to follow it?” 
 
    There was no answering voice, of course, but Emily walked hesitantly toward the hallway, anyway. There were no windows inside its long expanse, and she used the flashlight function on her cell phone for illumination as she reached the mouth of the hall. She couldn’t see the end, but she could see that there were doors at regular intervals along the right-hand side. 
 
    Carefully, Emily stepped over some larger pieces of wood and plaster that littered the floor and entered the hallway. She kept her eyes on the ground, looking for another arrow as well as anything that might make her trip. Her sneakers sent up little clouds of dust as she walked, and she sneezed. 
 
    Several of the doors stood open, and some light from the windows in the rooms beyond filtered into the hallway, but still the space seemed unnaturally dark. Emily felt like she was walking through a thick fog, and her breathing became labored, as if she had been running. 
 
    Emily stopped and stood as still as possible. The heaviness of the air wasn’t a new sensation to her, and she knew it usually indicated the presence of a ghost. It was so silent that Emily imagined she could hear her own heartbeat echoing through the hall. The ghosts at Eternal Rest didn’t scare her because she knew them. They were like friends, in a way. Emily didn’t know the entity that was here with her now, and she realized too late that she had let it lead her down a dark hall with only one entrance. She was alone and yet so very much not alone. 
 
    “Calm down,” Emily said out loud. “What would Sage do?” 
 
    The answer came to Emily’s mind immediately. Sage would talk to the ghost, of course. 
 
    “Hello? What are you trying to communicate?” Emily listened, her arms raised and her free hand balled into a fist, like she was ready to fight anything she encountered.  
 
    When nothing happened, Emily tried again. “You drew that arrow so I would walk this way. I need to know where to go now.” 
 
    In answer, there was a loud bang that came from somewhere ahead of her. Emily raised her phone in that direction, but its shine was too weak to penetrate the darkness. Emily swallowed hard and felt the tingle in her limbs as adrenaline coursed through her. She wasn’t sure whether she should keep moving forward, toward the sound, or if she should turn and run away, like she always did during those nighttime visits when she was a teenager. If the ghost really wanted to communicate with her, then she felt like she should stay and help however she could. But if the ghost had more sinister intentions, then she was only moving farther into a trap by following the sound. 
 
    I should come back. I should leave now and come back later with Sage, and maybe then we can find out what this ghost wants. I shouldn’t be doing this alone. It’s dangerous and stupid. 
 
    Her mind made up, Emily began to turn when a loud crashing noise emanated from the entrance to the hallway. The patch of light she had briefly seen, where the hall opened to the lobby, suddenly disappeared. At the same time, she heard the sound of doors slamming, and the little bit of daylight coming through the open rooms was cut off. 
 
    The glow of Emily’s cell phone suddenly died, and she was left standing in complete darkness. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
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    As she stood there in the dark, Emily thought briefly how ironic it was that as a teenager, she had always screamed and run away from imagined paranormal activity there in the old hotel. Now that she was back and facing something truly supernatural, she was frozen in place and absolutely silent. 
 
    She wasn’t sure if the entrance to the hallway had physically collapsed, or if the sound and darkness were some kind of ghostly illusion. Either way, Emily didn’t want to head in that direction. That meant her options were to stay put or continue walking down the hallway in the hope that there was an exit somewhere.  
 
    Taking that first step was incredibly difficult. The darkness was complete, and Emily stuffed her unresponsive cell phone into the back pocket of her jeans so she could reach out with both arms until she made contact with the wall. Its solidness under her fingertips was reassuring, and she cautiously began to inch forward, putting each foot down slowly to avoid stepping on large pieces of debris.  
 
    Emily had only gone a short distance when the wall fell away, and she could tell she had reached one of the doorways. She groped for the door handle, but it refused to turn. The wood was slightly pliant from years of moisture and mildew, and Emily threw her shoulder against it, but still the door refused to open. She kept moving, trying each door she came to, but each one yielded the same result. 
 
    The air was beginning to feel heavier, and Emily paused, bracing herself for another burst of paranormal activity. Even the silence felt oppressive, and Emily could hear herself gasping for breath as the atmosphere grew dense. She turned so that her back was pressed against the wall. 
 
    “What do you want?” She shouted the words, but they fell dead, no echo of them sounding down the hallway. 
 
    A hissing sound began to grow, seeming to come from every direction at once. As it got louder, the sound changed, and it turned from a hiss to a voice whispering, “Ssseeeeee.” 
 
    “See what? Everything is dark!” Emily’s chest heaved with every panicked breath. 
 
    There was a loud groan to Emily’s right, and suddenly a bright rectangle of light appeared. She blinked toward it, shading her eyes with her hand, and realized it was sunshine. A door at the far end of the hallway had been thrown open, showing her the way out. 
 
    Emily didn’t waste a second. She pushed away from the wall and sprinted, not even slowing down when her ankle twisted awkwardly as she stepped down on a broken board. She didn’t even stop when she passed through the doorway, continuing straight ahead until she reached the edge of the woods that surrounded the hotel. 
 
    By then, Emily’s mind had caught up to her feet, and she forced herself to stop. She turned, panting, and gazed back at the hotel, which was now a couple hundred feet behind her.  
 
    The hallway door was closed. 
 
    Emily sat down heavily on the ground, her eyes never leaving the hotel as she focused on taking deep, even breaths. What had the ghost wanted her to see? Why had it trapped her inside the hallway just to deliver a cryptic one-word message like that?  
 
    Of all the questions running through her mind, the one that seemed the most important to Emily was whether or not she had been in danger. She had been scared, certainly, but had the ghost been trying to harm her? She looked down, turning her hands up to inspect her dirty fingers. Nothing had touched her. If the hallway entrance really had collapsed, she had been nowhere close to it. The fact remained, however, that the ghost had seemed intent on scaring her half to death and ejecting her from the hotel. 
 
    No, that’s not right. I was on my way out, but it wanted me to walk down that hallway for some reason. Why? To scare me? No. To tell me to “see”… what? 
 
    Emily sighed. She needed Sage if she was going to find any of the answers to her questions. She was also going to need the permission of her guests if she and Sage wanted to have a séance at the hotel. David seemed like the type who might humor her by granting such a request, but Jaxon would undoubtedly be against it. 
 
    Unless, Emily thought, she used a tactic she knew would work on him: the chance of making a bigger profit. David had already hinted he was interested in finding any ghost stories about the old hotel, and if she could convince Jaxon there was money to be made in having a haunted property, then he might let her and Sage come back to find answers. At the same time, though, Emily would be creating more competition for Eternal Rest. 
 
    Finally feeling like her heart was back to its normal pace, Emily stood, trying to push all of those thoughts away. She could come back to them later, when she had a little distance between herself and this ghost. She groaned when she put weight on her ankle, but the pain wasn’t too intense.  
 
    Emily was on the opposite side of the hotel from the parking lot. She gave the building a wide berth, walking around the outside edge of the front garden. 
 
    It was only after she was back in her car and heading in the direction of Oak Hill that Emily remembered she still had to go grocery shopping. 
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    It was after two o’clock by the time Emily pulled into the driveway of Eternal Rest. She parked in the carport at the back of the house, gathered up her groceries, and let herself in through the back door. She called down the hallway as she walked into the kitchen, and soon Trip appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “Are you okay?” He sounded agitated, and once again, Emily had a sudden sinking feeling that, like Trevor, his first day with the Eternal Rest ghosts had not been positive. 
 
    “Yeah, and you? Have the ghosts given you trouble?” 
 
    Trip frowned. “No, it’s been fine here. But I’ve been trying to call you about a strange reservation request, and your phone kept going right to voicemail. And, no offense, but you look like you’ve been through hell.” 
 
    “Oh! Do I?” Emily glanced down but didn’t see anything amiss. She still had dirt on her hands from the hallway’s old walls, but there was no way Trip could have noticed. 
 
    “It’s your backside,” Trip said, grimacing. “You’ve got red clay stains on your jeans, and your hair and the back of your shirt look sort of powdery.” 
 
    Emily craned her neck around and groaned. No wonder she had gotten a few odd looks at the grocery store! Emily had chalked up the strange glances to people recognizing her from the news, but now she knew it was because she was filthy. “It’s plaster,” she told Trip. “I had an incident at the old hotel.” 
 
    “Are you hurt?” Trip seemed concerned, and Emily realized he assumed she had simply fallen or had some other kind of mundane accident. 
 
    “No,” she said, not bothering to correct him. “My right ankle is protesting a little bit, but it doesn’t feel sprained.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you had to go through all of that for these people. And I’m sorry I caved on giving Knight-MacGinn your cell number.” 
 
    “It’s fine. But, if you want to make it up to me, you can grab the rest of the things out of my trunk and put them in his room while I shower and put on some clean clothes. There’s an envelope of spare room keys in the top drawer of my desk.” 
 
    Trip eagerly complied, and Emily felt both mentally and physically better once she was out of the shower. She made small talk with Trip until his shift ended at five, and as soon as he closed the front door behind him on his way out, Emily called Sage. Her cell phone had been completely dead after the encounter at the hotel, but it was recharged now. 
 
    Sage was astonished by Emily’s story, and she agreed they needed to go to Mountain View together to find out what the ghost was trying to communicate. Sage was especially interested in the fact that Emily had heard the disembodied voice. “That’s big for you,” Sage said, sounding proud. “Maybe you’re beginning to develop some clairaudient skills.” 
 
    “Or this ghost was just really eager to talk. Of all the paranormal things I’ve experienced, I’ve never heard a voice speak like that. It was spooky, and I don’t know how you get through every day having those kinds of experiences.” 
 
    “It doesn’t happen to me every day. Plus, I’ve learned to put up psychic shields so I can take a mental break when I need to. You might have to start practicing some of those techniques, too.” 
 
    “Probably not a bad idea. In the meantime, I’ll keep you posted on what the investors say.” Emily hung up, feeling satisfied that, if she presented her case properly, she and Sage would soon learn more about what was happening at Mountain View Manor. 
 
    Emily had just put her phone down when the doorbell rang. It was Reed, and he looked concerned. “What happened to you today?” he asked. 
 
    Emily tilted her head quizzically. “I just got off the phone with Sage, so I know you didn’t hear about it from her. Is this the part where you dramatically reveal that you’re a psychic, too?” 
 
    Reed raised an eyebrow. “I don’t give up my secrets so easily,” he said playfully before turning serious again. “We had a late lunch this afternoon, and one of my guys spotted you going into the grocery store. He said you looked like you’d been lying in the dirt.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” Emily said sarcastically. “Am I ever not going to be the hot town gossip?”  
 
    “Not if you keep this up. If you’re not careful, you’ll get the ‘eccentric’ label by the end of the year.”  
 
    Emily waved Reed in and headed for the kitchen. “Wine?” 
 
    Once they were both settled at the kitchen table with generous glasses of wine in front of them, Emily retold her story to Reed. When she was finished, he looked at her thoughtfully for a long moment. “You really want to go back?” he asked. 
 
    Emily nodded firmly. “I want answers.” 
 
    Reed looked at Emily with something like satisfaction. “Good,” was all he said. 
 
    Emily had just offered to cook Reed an early dinner when she heard the front door open and the sound of feet heading up the stairs. She was surprised that her guests were back so early, then realized that the men, at least, would probably want to change clothes and freshen up before heading into Oak Hill for dinner. Even without ghostly encounters, Emily imagined that just being in such a dusty, dirty place all day had to leave one feeling desperate for a hot shower. 
 
    One set of footsteps came down the hallway instead of going upstairs, and Jaxon strode into the kitchen a moment later. “Did you get the things on my list?” he asked Emily.  
 
    “I did. Everything is in your room.” 
 
    Jaxon pulled his car keys out of his pocket and put them firmly on the table in front of Reed. “Bring down the order from the design firm and put it in my trunk, please.” 
 
    Reed simply looked at Jaxon, his face completely expressionless.  
 
    “He doesn’t work here,” Emily said quickly. “Reed is the sexton at the historic cemetery here and the modern cemetery across town.” 
 
    Jaxon immediately smiled smoothly at Reed, and his tone became silken. “Really? I’d love to get a tour of the old cemetery. I understand it’s quite a draw for tourists, and it certainly looks interesting. We might be able to work out some kind of tour for guests at Mountain View Manor.”  
 
    Emily’s jaw clenched at the idea of Jaxon using her cemetery as a draw for his guests, but she remained silent. 
 
    Jaxon extended a hand toward Reed. “I’m Jaxon Knight-MacGinn. Such a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Reed took the proffered hand but simply nodded slightly. With his free hand, he plucked Jaxon’s car keys off the table and handed them back while saying evenly, “Sorry we can’t help. Emily injured her ankle today and can’t carry things up and down the stairs at the moment.” 
 
    Jaxon paused for a beat, annoyance and surprise flashing across his face before he said calmly, “I understand. Let’s talk soon, Reed.”  
 
    Emily started laughing as soon as she heard him close the door to his room. “Thanks,” she said quietly. “Can you come do that for me for the next three days?” 
 
    As she started pulling food out of the fridge, Emily asked Reed about his day, and he was telling her about a new restoration project in the cemetery when a door upstairs slammed, followed by loud feet on the stairs. 
 
    “Jaxon has a complaint,” Emily whispered loudly to Reed. “Brace yourself.” 
 
    Even though she was expecting him to be unhappy, Emily was still taken aback when she saw Jaxon’s face. It was red, and his features were so contorted by anger that he almost looked like a different person. 
 
    Jaxon shoved the yellow notepad Emily had purchased for him toward her, so it was just inches from her face. “What is this?” he shouted at her.  
 
    One word was written on the paper in giant capital letters: JERK. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINE 
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    Emily pressed her hands tightly over her mouth, her eyes wide. She almost laughed at the word, and she instantly knew it was Kelly. The girl might be a ghost, but she was still a teenager with strong opinions. Jaxon’s face, on the other hand, filled Emily with dread. This was not going to be something David could smooth over for her, and she knew Jaxon would never accept the truth. He would pin this on Emily.  
 
    Kelly was going to have to learn a few house rules if she was going to stick around Eternal Rest. Emily could worry about that later, though. Right now, she needed to say something to diffuse the situation. “I apologize,” Emily said through her fingers. 
 
    “Do you think this is funny?” 
 
    Emily shook her head. “No, not at all.” 
 
    “Then why did you do it?” 
 
    Emily finally lowered her hands, but she clamped them together in front of her chest, looking like she was praying or pleading for mercy. “I didn’t do this,” Emily said, noting the way her voice was shaking. “I bought that notepad for you today, and my assistant took it upstairs, and there was nothing written on it.” 
 
    Jaxon narrowed his eyes. “You’re blaming your assistant for this?” 
 
    Well, Emily thought briefly, after Jaxon had been such a bully to Trip over the phone, she could see how her assistant might have been tempted to leave a little note. Still, she knew it had been Kelly. How could she explain that to Jaxon in a way he might believe? 
 
    “Remember Monday night, when you heard a loud knock on the wall and your luggage was moved?”  
 
    Jaxon drew in a deep breath, his chest rising, and Emily braced herself for an outburst. What happened instead was almost worse, as he answered so quietly Emily could barely hear him. She could almost physically feel the anger rolling off his body. “I see,” he said, his lips barely moving. “You’re not blaming this on your assistant. You’re blaming it on a ghost.” 
 
    “She’s just a teenager,” Emily answered meekly. “Sometimes she acts up a little bit.” 
 
    Jaxon stepped closer to Emily, and she had to tilt her head up to maintain eye contact with him. He glared down at her, and he pointed a finger in her face. “Stop pretending that your tacky little bed and breakfast is haunted.” His voice was still quiet and ominous, and Emily heard the scrape of a chair as Reed stood, ready to intervene. “I’ll be checking out tomorrow, and what happens the rest of this week is going to make the difference between whether I forget about this or ruin you.” 
 
    Emily nodded, fighting the urge to step back to put some air between herself and Jaxon. He continued, his finger stabbing toward her in time with his words. “You will wake me up at seven tomorrow morning. You will bring my luggage downstairs to my car. You will bring us lunch for the remainder of the week as planned, and you will pay for it. Otherwise, I go on the attack. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Hey, you can’t threaten her like that,” Reed said. “I know you’re angry, and I would be, too, if a ghost was calling me names. But threatening to ruin Emily’s life and business because of it isn’t acceptable.” 
 
    Jaxon glanced toward Reed with a startled expression, as if he had entirely forgotten that he and Emily weren’t alone. The surprise was quickly replaced with a sneer, and Jaxon’s finger moved to Reed’s face. “I’ll take you down, too.” 
 
    In one fluid movement, Reed gently pushed Emily away and took her place in front of Jaxon. “No, you won’t. Go eat some dinner, and calm down.” 
 
    Jaxon took a step back, but he seemed determined to have the last word. “This isn’t over,” he said before turning and marching out of the kitchen. 
 
    Emily was shaking, wanting to cry but too shocked and angry for any tears to come. Reed turned toward her and took her hand. Without a word, he led her out the back door and didn’t stop until they reached the ornate iron gate of the cemetery. He finally paused there, and when he faced Emily, she could see he was still angry, too. “Now you can say everything you want to say, and he can’t overhear you,” he said. 
 
    Emily curled her fingers around the gate handle. Even as far as they were from the house, Jaxon would probably hear her anyway if she shouted like she wanted to. She was angry and appalled and, more than anything, afraid. “Do you really think he’ll ruin me? Everyone in town already knows who he is. He could say one word against me, and all of Oak Hill would hear it.” 
 
    Reed laughed darkly. “Exactly. Everyone in town already knows who he is, which means everyone in town will be on your side if he makes any accusations.” 
 
    “You’ve got a point there. But demanding that I buy him and his team lunch for the rest of the week? That’s like blackmail!” 
 
    “It is,” Reed conceded. “Unfortunately, I think your only choices are to go along with it or to outright refuse and face whatever consequences follow. I don’t think you can have the man arrested over it.” 
 
    Emily walked to the low brick wall that surrounded the cemetery and hoisted herself onto it. She had been shaking earlier as adrenaline coursed through her, but now she was shaking from exhaustion. The events of the day had drained her, both physically and mentally. “I’ve been running this place for ten years, Reed. I’ve never had a guest like this.” 
 
    “And chances are good you never will again.” Reed settled in next to her. “When you pick up their lunch tomorrow, tell everyone in earshot what happened tonight. Let them hear your side of the story before that bastard ever has a chance to run his mouth around town. I know a lot of locals want to stop redevelopment of the hotel, but the truth is, it’s going to happen. I won’t be sorry if everyone makes things as difficult as possible for them along the way.” 
 
    Emily shifted so she could draw her knees up, and she wrapped her arms around her legs. As she gazed at the house, she saw her four guests walk out the front door and climb into Jaxon’s car. As the BMW’s taillights disappeared around the curve in the road, Emily shook her head in bemusement. “His business partner has been acting like a decent human being so far. I wonder if he knows what a monster Jaxon really is. It’s a shame the behavior of one person is going to make it difficult for the entire group.” 
 
    “One person? Clearly you haven’t heard about their lawyer.” 
 
    “Alexis? Uh-oh, what did she do?” 
 
    Reed grinned. “Apparently, she learned her people skills from Jaxon. I’m sure you’ll hear the scoop the next time you’re in town.” 
 
    Reed refused to say anything more, and they headed back to the house. Emily continued making dinner, but not until after refilling their wine glasses. She felt tense the entire time they were in the kitchen, listening every moment for the sound of angry footsteps coming through the front door. Emily only began to relax when Reed left and she retreated into her bedroom. 
 
    Before going to sleep, Emily sat alertly on her bed. “Kelly? Are you here? Honey, I know he’s a jerk, but he’s also a guest. We have to be nice to guests. If we aren’t, they’ll leave bad reviews for Eternal Rest, and I’ll lose business.” 
 
    The next morning, Emily woke up to find the word sorry written on a sheet of paper on her dresser. Kelly had even drawn a little heart. “Thanks, Kelly,” Emily called to the empty room. “It’s okay. When we have our séance on Saturday, you and I can both vent a little. I promise.” 
 
    As soon as her watch showed seven o’clock, Emily knocked sharply on Jaxon’s door. Unlike the morning before, there was no answering voice. She knocked again and added a falsely bright “good morning,” but still there was no response. Grumbling, Emily retreated to the kitchen. She had already put the coffee and breakfast items in the dining room, so she nursed her own cup of coffee at the kitchen table while looking anxiously at her watch. At ten minutes after seven, she went back upstairs and knocked on Jaxon’s door again. “This is your second wake-up call,” she said loudly, hoping the rest of her guests were already awake. 
 
    Again, there was no response. 
 
    Emily tried again ten minutes later, and that time a door did open, but it was David coming out of his room. Emily called good morning to him and followed him downstairs. “Your business partner must be sleeping in this morning,” she said. 
 
    “Well, he’d better get moving so we can leave at eight,” was all David answered. 
 
    When it was nearly seven thirty, Emily prepared to go upstairs yet again, but David met her in the hallway. “I don’t think he’s here,” he said, a note of concern in his voice. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I was looking outside and noticed his car is gone. Maybe he couldn’t sleep and decided to head to the property early.” 
 
    Emily sighed softly. “It’s more likely he left to find another hotel. One of my ghosts was rude to him last night, and he got really upset. He said he would be checking out this morning and finding somewhere else to stay for the rest of the week.” 
 
    David didn’t look at all surprised, and Emily felt certain Jaxon’s encounter with Kelly was already known to him. She continued, “However, I hope you, Warren, and Alexis are enjoying your stay here and plan to remain until Friday.” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    “I’ll still be delivering lunch to you, too. He was very firm about that. I’ve apologized to Jaxon already, but he seems to feel that’s not enough.” 
 
    David gave Emily a sympathetic look. “Like I said, he’s been extra cranky lately. Still, I’m sorry you’re bearing the brunt of it. Maybe by the time we see you at lunchtime, he’ll have calmed down.” 
 
    How can you stand working with this man? What’s wrong with you? Instead of saying what she was thinking, Emily simply said, “Maybe.” 
 
    Once Eternal Rest had emptied for the day, Emily got to work cleaning the guest rooms. She went into Jaxon’s room expecting to see his luggage gone, but his things were still there. The bed, however, had clearly not been slept in. There was no work for her to do in the room since it looked almost exactly as it had after she had neatened it the day before, with the exception of a growing pile of dirty clothes. Emily wasn’t sure what to make of the scene. She had expected the opposite: that the bed would have been slept in, but Jaxon’s luggage would be gone since he wanted to check out early. Instead, it appeared he had never gone to bed at all.  
 
    And whatever time he had left the house, he must have done it extremely quietly. Emily had been a light sleeper ever since Scott died, waking up at every little sound in the house. Jaxon must have been cautious every step of the way if even Emily slept through his departure. He didn’t strike her as the kind of person who would worry about impolitely waking other people up. Instead, she assumed he was trying to sneak out without being detected, but why? What kind of clandestine business could Jaxon possibly have in the middle of the night? 
 
    As long as he came back and collected his luggage that evening without making a fuss, Emily decided she didn’t really care where he had been.  
 
    The quiet morning seemed to pass quickly, and soon it was time for Emily to make good on her promise of buying and delivering lunch to her guests. 
 
    Emily took Reed’s advice when she got to The Depot, telling the owner all about the scene in her kitchen the night before and Jaxon’s threat that if she didn’t buy them lunch each day, he would do his best to ruin Eternal Rest. Jay was indignant, and he squeezed a bottle of soda so hard, Emily worried it would pop. “I told you he’d cause trouble for you, too,” he lectured. After Emily conceded that Jay had been right, he smiled kindly. “Since you’re paying, I’m giving you a discount. You shouldn’t have to suffer just because your guests are monsters.” 
 
    Emily thanked Jay profusely. She often sent guests to The Depot when they asked for a local restaurant recommendation, and she realized now how valuable all those years of both being a customer herself and sending Jay new customers had been. 
 
    When Emily arrived at Mountain View Manor, the parking lot was empty. Neither of her guests’ cars were there. Emily took the food into the hotel anyway, feeling nervous as she stepped across the threshold. She looked anxiously to her left, toward the hallway, and was surprised to see it looked unchanged. The crashing noise and ensuing darkness hadn’t been the ceiling collapsing, after all. It had been something paranormal, and she couldn’t imagine why the ghost had gone to such lengths to create the illusion. 
 
    The arrow she had seen in the dusty floor was almost gone. Its outline could still be faintly seen, but it looked like a strong breeze had blown across the lobby, scattering the dirt and debris over the clear patch of floor once again. 
 
    Emily found Warren and David in the lower level, standing around the same table. “I didn’t see any cars and thought you might not be here,” she said in greeting. 
 
    Warren turned and gave her a nod. “Alexis dropped us off before heading into town.” 
 
    “And Jaxon?” 
 
    David shrugged casually, but Emily could see the look of concern that flitted across his face. “Jaxon isn’t here. He’s not answering his phone, either, and we have no idea where he might be. Have you heard from him, by any chance?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Hmm. Well, thank you for bringing us lunch.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I’ll see you both this evening.” 
 
    Emily gave them a wave after setting the bags of food on the side table and walked upstairs slowly. She knew David and Warren must be even more curious than her about Jaxon’s whereabouts.  
 
    In the lobby, Emily heard a faint tap-tap-tap noise, like something skipping down the stairs. She turned her head just in time to see a piece of plaster land at the bottom of the staircase that led to the upper floors.  
 
    Probably not paranormal. Bits of the ceiling probably fall off all the time. 
 
    Then she heard a similar sound, from farther up the staircase. She followed the noise against her better instincts, compelled to look for its source despite her terrifying encounter the day before, and when she reached the area the sound had come from, she heard it again, emanating from somewhere above her. The sounds led her to the third floor. Emily stood there for a moment, listening for the sound to be repeated, and she heard it off to her right. She walked down the dark corridor, dust motes dancing in the light that shone weakly through the gaping guest-room doorways. The tapping sound came again, this time inside a room directly to her left. The rotting door was ajar, and Emily cautiously pushed it open. She took a few steps inside and saw a sagging mattress atop a rusted iron bed frame.  
 
    Something was huddled on the floor next to the bed. Emily leaned forward, pulling out her cell phone to illuminate the form as she held her breath. 
 
    Jaxon Knight-MacGinn stared up at her, his unseeing eyes wide open and blood staining his perfectly-tailored shirt. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TEN 
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    Emily swallowed hard, her eyes locked onto the dead man’s. Time seemed to stand still as she stood there, her mind shouting twenty different things at her as she took in the scene.   
 
    Jaxon Knight-MacGinn is dead. One of my guests is dead. 
 
    That was the thought that finally rose above the others and spurred her to action. She backed out of the room slowly, reluctant to turn her back on the body. She wasn’t worried about seeming disrespectful. Instead, Emily had an eerie feeling that it might get up and follow her if she turned her gaze away.  
 
    Silly, she told herself. He’s not a zombie. 
 
    Once she had reached the corridor and Jaxon’s body was no longer in view, Emily turned and fled. She ran as fast as she could down the stairs, kicking up debris in her wake and slipping several times on plaster-strewn steps, until she emerged in the lower level. David and Warren looked up from their lunches, surprised. 
 
    Emily stopped abruptly. “He’s dead,” she said, but the words came out as a soft croak.  
 
    She knew the two men couldn’t hear her on the other side of the room, but they must have sensed the urgency of the situation because they both rose and hurried toward her. David put his hand on Emily’s shoulder and peered closely at her face. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “He’s dead,” Emily said again. She cleared her throat, and her voice returned to its normal volume, even though it shook as she continued, “Jaxon. Upstairs. I think he was shot.” 
 
    “Show us,” David said tersely.  
 
    Emily did, leading the way to the room but refusing to enter it again. She merely pointed at the doorway. The men went inside before emerging just a moment later, both of their faces ashen. Warren was running both hands through his hair nervously. 
 
    David walked right past Emily, and she followed as he went downstairs to the lobby and out the front door. He already had his cell phone up to his ear by the time he stopped walking, and Emily knew he was calling 9-1-1. After he hung up, he turned to her and Warren grimly. “All we can do now is wait for the police to arrive,” he said. 
 
    Warren was shaking his head. “I’m not going back in there. Not while…” 
 
    David nodded slowly. “Let’s sit. There’s a bench over near the parking lot.” 
 
    Emily knew the question David was going to ask her, and it finally came after the three of them were settled onto the bench, squeezing in awkwardly next to each other.  
 
    “Why were you up in that room, anyway?” David didn’t sound accusatory, at least, simply curious. 
 
    Emily had been thinking of how to answer that question since David called the police, because she knew she was going to have to tell the authorities exactly that. It was unlikely they would accept “a ghost led me there” as a valid explanation. 
 
    And yet, that’s exactly what had happened. 
 
    Deciding that sticking to the truth was the best possible course, even if no one believed her, Emily tentatively told David and Warren about the tapping noises and how she had followed them. Warren looked uncomfortable at the idea, and he stood abruptly and began to pace back and forth on the garden path. 
 
    David’s expression was neutral, but he didn’t question Emily’s story. If he had any doubts, he was keeping them to himself. And if he felt any sorrow about his business partner’s demise, he was keeping that to himself, too. 
 
    Why had the ghost led her to the body? Emily wondered if the ghost had specifically wanted her to find it, or if it would have alerted anyone who happened to be crossing the lobby. If that were the case, though, David and Warren should have been the ones to make the discovery. Emily also wondered if it had been the same ghost she had met the day before, in the hallway. When the ghost had said the word “see” to her, had it meant she would see Jaxon’s body? He was still alive at the time, so either the ghost was referring to something else or it was some sort of premonition. 
 
    Had the ghost killed Jaxon? Had it been giving her a hint of its plans? 
 
    No, that didn’t seem right. Emily had never seen a gunshot wound before, but if all the crime shows she had watched were at all based in reality, then Jaxon had been shot in the chest. She doubted a ghost could have done that. 
 
    Emily leaned forward and put her head in her hands, her elbows braced against her knees. She was staring at an ant that was making its way across the ground below her, but the image of Jaxon’s dead eyes kept creeping into her mind. 
 
    The three of them remained silent, and the minutes seemed to stretch until Emily finally heard a police siren. She kept her head down and said a silent prayer for strength, knowing she was facing a long afternoon of questions.  
 
    The sound of two sets of hurrying footsteps prompted Emily to sit up, and she found herself looking at a familiar face. Roger Newton was one of the two police officers standing there, his stocky body a commanding presence and, to Emily, a comforting one. Roger didn’t believe in ghosts, but he knew Emily did. No matter how bizarre her story might sound, Roger wouldn’t accuse Emily of making it up. 
 
    Roger sighed and shook his head, the gray at his temples shining in the sunlight. “Miss Emily, are you part of another murder investigation?” He sounded slightly disappointed, like Emily had done it on purpose. 
 
    Emily nodded. “He’s one of my guests at Eternal Rest.” She gestured to Warren and David. “They’re my guests, too.” 
 
    “Let’s go take a look.” 
 
    Again, Emily led everyone to the room where Jaxon’s body was, and again, she remained in the corridor. When Roger reemerged from the room, he was talking on his radio. His partner, Emily noticed, was still in the room. If being a police officer means guarding a dead body all by yourself in the middle of a haunted, abandoned hotel, then it’s a job I could never do.  
 
    Roger looked around at Emily and her guests. “You three are coming to the police station, right now,” he said. “Emily knows how to get there.”  
 
    Emily wasn’t quite sure if Roger was simply stating a truth or making a dig at the fact that this was the second murder investigation she had been a part of in just a few weeks. She had also spent a lot of time at the station after Benjamin Williams attempted to murder his sons.  
 
    No wonder Roger had given her a disappointed look. 
 
    Since David and Warren had been dropped off at the hotel, Emily drove them to the police station in her car. As she followed Roger in his patrol car, she wondered where Jaxon’s BMW was now. Clearly, the murderer hadn’t wanted Jaxon’s body to be discovered quickly, so she assumed the car had been pushed off a hillside or hidden down a little-used road somewhere.  
 
    As they neared town, two police cars and an ambulance passed in the opposite direction, sirens blaring, and Emily knew they were on their way to Mountain View to begin the long process of investigating and documenting the murder scene. 
 
    The Oak Hill Police Department was on the square downtown, in a historic two-story brick building. Emily shortly found herself in a room with a man in khaki pants and a salmon-colored polo shirt who introduced himself as Detective Hernandez. He was polite but insistent, making Emily tell the story of discovering Jaxon’s body several times. He had set a tape recorder on the table, but he was also writing in a notebook as Emily spoke. 
 
    Hernandez narrowed his eyes as Emily finished her story for the third time. “You really believe it was a ghost that led you to the body?” 
 
    “I do.” Emily looked the detective directly in the eyes. “Eternal Rest is haunted, and we have paranormal activity there all the time. I realize not everyone is a believer.” 
 
    The corners of Hernandez’s mouth twitched up in a smile briefly, and there was a hint of amusement in his brown eyes. “Personally, I believe in paranormal activity. Professionally, I’m a skeptic.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    From there, Detective Hernandez launched into more questions, delving into how Emily knew the victim and why she had been at the hotel that day. She hadn’t intended to talk about Jaxon’s behavior toward her, but as Hernandez continued to prod, she found herself telling him more and more details. Soon Hernandez knew all about Kelly’s note calling Jaxon a jerk, his assertion that he would be checking out, and his threat that if Emily didn’t buy and deliver lunch each day for him and his staff, he would do his best to destroy Eternal Rest’s reputation. 
 
    As she spoke, Emily felt like a vise was squeezing her skull, and it just squeezed harder and harder with every word she said. The realization of what was happening, the culmination of the past three days, was slowly pushing its way into her mind. 
 
    I’m a murder suspect. 
 
    If Hernandez shared the same opinion, he didn’t say so. His tone didn’t change, and eventually he nodded curtly at Emily. “Okay, we’re done. You can head home, but do not leave town. We need you nearby and available for further questioning.” 
 
    Or arresting, Emily added in her mind. Still, Detective Hernandez wasn’t putting cuffs on her right then and there, so she took that as a good sign.  
 
    “Also,” Hernandez continued, “don’t touch Knight-MacGinn’s room. We’ll want to do a thorough search to see if anything turns up. Someone will call you tomorrow about coming to your B and B.” 
 
    Emily nodded and was already standing to leave when a sudden idea struck her. “I have security cameras on the front and back doors of Eternal Rest,” she said thoughtfully. “They’re motion-activated, so if anything is moving, the recording is saved. We can see what time Jaxon left last night, at least. The recordings are saved online, and I can give you the login information if you want to review everything.” 
 
    “That would be great,” Hernandez answered, giving her a real smile this time. He handed her a business card. “Why don’t you email me the information so we can take a look?” 
 
    Emily’s breathing eased a little as she left the station. Not only would the recordings show what time Jaxon had snuck out of Eternal Rest, but they would also show that she had never left the house after she and Reed had come back inside. She would be cleared of any suspicion. 
 
    Hopefully. 
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    Emily was nearly home before she realized she had left David and Warren behind. She assumed they were still being questioned and decided Alexis could collect them later. She wasn’t going to hang around the police station any longer than necessary. 
 
    As soon as Emily was through the front door, she made a beeline for her desk and emailed the login information for the security camera footage to Detective Hernandez. With that done, she took a look at the camera footage herself. There was one recording from the back door and two from the front door taken during the previous night. The back door video clip showed a possum who came nosing around the trash can next to the steps. The first front door recording showed absolutely nothing. Whenever that happened, Emily wondered if it was something paranormal tripping the motion sensor.  
 
    The second clip was time-stamped two forty-three, and it clearly showed Jaxon walking out the front door. He was moving slowly, and he crept across the front porch in his effort to be soundless. He was wearing a jacket and what looked like the same pants he had been wearing the day before, and he was clutching some kind of dark bundle tightly against his chest. Emily was again struck by how hard Jaxon must have been working to sneak out without waking anyone. It was rare that a guest could so much as use the bathroom in the middle of the night without Emily waking up to the sound, and she wondered idly how long it had taken Jaxon to tiptoe down the stairs to ensure the boards wouldn’t creak. 
 
    She felt bad that he was dead, of course. No one deserved to be killed like that. Soon, the man’s family and friends would learn that someone they cared about had been murdered in the middle of the night.  
 
    “If he even had any friends,” Emily said out loud. She told herself she could feel bad about the fact someone had been murdered while still acknowledging that she wasn’t going to miss that person.  
 
    The sound of the doorbell brought Emily out of her reverie about the morality of not feeling all that terrible about a death. She opened the door to find a wide-eyed Sage. “I heard,” she said as she pushed her way past Emily and went into the parlor. She sat down on the sofa and looked expectantly at Emily, who followed wearily and plopped down into one of the wingback chairs. 
 
    “Word is out in Oak Hill already?” Emily asked weakly. Her local fame—infamy, really—wasn’t going to end anytime soon, at this rate.  
 
    “One of the investors is dead, and you found the body. Tell me everything.” Sage was leaning forward in anticipation. 
 
    Emily leaned her head against the back of the chair and spread her hands. “Let’s begin with what happened last night.” Emily dove into her story about Kelly’s note and Jaxon’s threats, then continued right through being questioned by Detective Hernandez. 
 
    When she finished, Sage’s first comment was, “I hear Hernandez is popular with the ladies.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s very handsome when he’s not talking to you like you’re a possible murder suspect.” 
 
    Sage made a dismissive gesture. “Like you said, the security cameras will clear you and your other guests. Unless you crawled out a window to follow the guy, of course. You didn’t, did you?” 
 
    “Sage!”  
 
    “I’m just trying to lighten the mood,” Sage answered defensively. “But in all seriousness, you don’t need to be worried. Do the police have any suspects yet?” 
 
    “I have no idea. If they’re also thinking about people crawling out of windows, then there are four potential suspects staying under this roof, including me, not to mention all the riled-up people around town. Jay at The Depot is furious with their plans for this new resort, and you heard that even the local farmers are upset.” 
 
    “You said that Kelly called Knight-MacGinn a jerk,” Sage began, “which means she’s been watching him. She might have seen or heard something no one else did that could give us some clues.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that we question our own witnesses?” 
 
    Sage smiled excitedly. “Let’s have a séance!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
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    Sage had clearly come to Eternal Rest with the intention of communicating with the house’s ghosts. As eager as she had been to hear a firsthand account of the hottest gossip in Oak Hill, she also wanted to help Emily. Sage dashed to her car to retrieve her bag of séance instruments, including a purple seven-day candle, a few sheets of paper, a pencil, a bell, and a silver dollar.   
 
    While Sage laid everything out on the dining room table, Emily closed all of the curtains, trying to keep any gaps of light from coming into the room. She had once asked Sage why darkness seemed so important for finding ghosts—whether it was through a séance or ghost hunting—and Sage had explained that fewer visual distractions helped the attendees focus, and any ghost who materialized would glow slightly, making them much easier to see in a darkened room. 
 
    When everything was ready, Emily turned off the dining room lights and sat down across from Sage. Usually, they held séances in large groups, and it always felt a little eerie to Emily when it was just the two of them. Still, she didn’t feel any fear since they would be talking to Eternal Rest’s spectral residents, whom she trusted not to do anything outrageous.  
 
    Sage’s voice dropped to the low, sonorous tone she used when speaking to the dead, and she closed her eyes as she focused her thoughts. “Spirits of Eternal Rest, we ask that you join us here. We ask that you help Emily. Please come to us so that we can communicate with you about a guest who was staying here in this home. Please tell us what you know about—” Sage cracked an eye open and glanced at Emily. “What was his first name again?” 
 
    “Jaxon.” 
 
    “Please tell us what you know about Jaxon Knight-MacGinn.” 
 
    Sage paused, but the room was quiet. “He’s dead,” Sage added. “He was murdered last night.” 
 
    Three quick knocks emanated from the wall behind Sage. 
 
    “Mrs. Thompson, is that you? Knock once for yes or twice for no.” Sage had opened her eyes again, and she was looking around the room as if she might see the ghost of the old woman. 
 
    Mrs. Thompson knocked in the affirmative.  
 
    “Were you knocking because you knew he was going to be murdered?” Sage guessed. 
 
    This time, there were two knocks. 
 
    “Were you knocking because you’re glad he won’t be coming back here?” Emily asked. 
 
    Mrs. Thompson’s sharp knock in the affirmative made Emily snort out a laugh, and she continued, “Are you upset because he got angry about you so politely putting his suitcase away?” 
 
    Another knock confirmed Emily’s suspicion, and she nodded knowingly. “It’s horrible that he got murdered, but I’m with you, Mrs. Thompson: I’m relieved he won’t be coming back here. We don’t want guests like him at Eternal Rest, do we?” 
 
    Mrs. Thompson answered no right as Sage’s arm twitched forward. “Oh, Kelly wants to add her two cents!” Sage grabbed the pencil and bent over a sheet of paper, and her hand immediately began to move under Kelly’s direction. It was easy for Emily to see the words Sage was writing over and over again on the paper: Bad guy! 
 
    “You’re right, Kelly,” said Emily. “He really was a jerk.” 
 
    Sage’s writing changed now, adding a no before repeating Bad guy!  
 
    The sheet of paper was full now, and Emily placed a fresh sheet in front of Sage, who was still looking down, her eyes half-closed as she channeled Kelly’s messages. “Why is he a bad guy?” Sage murmured. 
 
    Her hand began to move again, and this time, Kelly’s big, looping handwriting spelled out Mean. Threats. 
 
    “What was he threatening to do?” Sage asked. 
 
    Ruin. Hurt. 
 
    Sage sat back a few moments after that and put the pencil down. “Kelly’s done. I don’t think she likes talking about this.” 
 
    “Well, she’s right. He did threaten me,” Emily said.  
 
    “Oh!” Sage cried as her back straightened suddenly. Her gaze focused on a spot on the far wall. “GG,” she said quietly. 
 
    GG, short for Grandma Gray, had been related to Hilltop Cemetery’s original sexton, whose family had been the first to live in the house. The elderly GG often communicated using knocking sounds, like Mrs. Thompson, so Emily was surprised that she was now choosing to channel something directly through Sage. 
 
    “You have no right,” Sage said, the words all rolling together. “I will destroy you. It’s mine. It’s mine. It’s mine.” 
 
    Emily tensed, watching anxiously as Sage leaned forward, her back rounding and her head drooping, as if her neck wasn’t strong enough to hold it upright. Suddenly, Sage yelled, “How dare you?” and slumped forward. 
 
    Emily gasped and rushed to the other side of the table to help Sage sit up. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Sage nodded, a surprised expression on her face. “GG is a stronger ghost than I ever realized. Wow, when that woman is mad, she is powerful!”  
 
    “You scared me.” Emily slumped against the sideboard, wondering how many times her adrenaline could spike in one day. 
 
    Sage actually smiled, even though she was apologizing. “Sorry it scared you. I’m really excited because I’ve never felt GG so intensely before. She was actually trying to possess me. Did you see how my back bent? It’s because she used to be hunched over like that in her old age.” 
 
    Emily tried to match Sage’s enthusiasm, but she just couldn’t get excited at the idea of her best friend being possessed by a ghost, even if it was a kindly old ghost like GG. “She obviously wanted you to hear those words.” 
 
    Sage nodded. “I saw what GG saw. Knight-MacGinn was up in his room, on the phone. I don’t know who he was saying those things to, but I think maybe that’s what Kelly was referring to when she wrote that he was making threats. You’re not the only one who was worried about that guy’s power.” 
 
    Emily turned on the lights and returned to her seat. “The question is, do we tell the police about this or not?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Emily raised her eyebrows. “Because they’re not exactly going to call Kelly and GG as witnesses at a trial.” Sage knew a lot of people in Oak Hill were skeptical of her abilities as a psychic medium, but oftentimes she chose to ignore the fact.  
 
    Sage was shaking her head as she said, “You said Detective Hernandez is a believer, and you already told him and Roger that it was a ghost who led you to Knight-MacGinn’s body. Tell them, and at the very least they can look at Knight-MacGinn’s cell phone record to see who he’s been talking to. We don’t know which night or what time that call happened, but it could be a helpful lead for the police.” 
 
    “You’re right. I’ll call Hernandez. While I do that, why don’t you pour us some wine?” 
 
    Sage snickered. “It’s not even five o’clock.” 
 
    “I found a dead body today,” Emily countered. 
 
    “Fair point. Your wine and I will be on the front porch when you’re ready.” 
 
    Emily went into the parlor and called Detective Hernandez, and she felt a bit of relief when his voicemail picked up. She left him a vague message, not wanting to mention her ghosts until she could talk to him directly. Sage had been right about Hernandez admitting he believed in the paranormal, but Emily still felt uncomfortable talking about it with him. If he did harbor any suspicions that she might have murdered Jaxon, then suddenly making claims about ghostly witnesses might seem like she was trying to deflect attention away from herself. 
 
    Just as Emily hung up the phone, it rang, and Emily heard her mother’s panicked voice when she answered. She was so upset that all Emily could make out was “dead body” and “hotel.”  
 
    Emily assured her mother she was fine but kept her story short, ending with, “Mom, it’s been a long day. I don’t really want to talk about it right now.”  
 
    When Emily finally sat down next to Sage on the front porch swing, she felt deflated. Sage had a full wine glass in each hand and a plate of sliced meats and cheeses on her lap. “I know it’s supposed to be breakfast food for your guests, but you’ll have one less mouth to feed tomorrow morning,” Sage said, handing Emily her wine glass. 
 
    “You have a much better sense of humor about this than I do,” Emily said after taking a long drink. 
 
    “Death happens all the time,” Sage said evenly. “If we got upset whenever it happens to someone we don’t even know, there wouldn’t be much time for joy in our lives.” 
 
    “But I saw him. His eyes were open.” Emily’s face contorted into an expression of horror. “Remember after we found Kelly’s body, and you said you realized you don’t like corpses? At least Kelly was just bones. Jaxon was fresh. Still… squishy and full of fluids.” 
 
    “Stop it, or I won’t be able to eat. I hate that you’re wrapped up in this, but I’m grateful you were the one who found the body, and not me. Yuck.” 
 
    Ready to talk about something else, Emily abruptly said, “Have you thought any more about Scott’s message?” 
 
    “Of course. If he went to Reed’s cousin, who doesn’t even live in this state, then clearly he is unable to communicate with the ghosts here. Or, for that matter, with me. It would have made so much more sense for Scott to come to me instead of some other psychic medium. That implies there’s a sort of psychic barrier around this whole town. It doesn’t keep other ghosts out, but it’s keeping Scott out.” 
 
    “Maybe it does keep other ghosts out,” Emily said slowly. She popped a piece of cheese into her mouth as she thought. “The ghosts here didn’t come from somewhere else. Kelly was killed in the cemetery. Mrs. Thompson lived in Oak Hill her whole life. GG lived and probably died in this very house. Have you ever encountered a ghost that wandered in from somewhere other than Oak Hill?” 
 
    “No,” Sage said after a moment. “Wait, yes! You had a brief haunting here by a ghost who was searching for his wife in the afterlife.” 
 
    Emily nodded. “So other ghosts can get in, but Scott can’t. Who or what would be preventing that? Or is something wrong with his spirit somehow, like it can’t function properly?” 
 
    “Both good questions, Em.” Sage sighed. “I wasn’t going to tell you this, but I asked Reed for his cousin’s phone number so I can talk to her myself. She might have some insight about why Scott could get a message through to her but not to me.”  
 
    Emily was so startled by her friend’s secrecy that she jerked back, and wine sloshed out of her glass. She wiped her wet fingers on her jeans as she asked, “Why weren’t you going to tell me?” 
 
    Sage shrugged and looked slightly uncomfortable. “I was afraid that if I told you, it would give you unfounded hope. It’s likely that Reed has already shared everything there is to know, and my call won’t add any new information.”  
 
    “I understand. It’s just that, after two years of wanting some sign of Scott’s presence, I finally got one, but it’s confusing and scary. If there’s a chance some negative entity is preventing Scott’s spirit from coming here, then the second we are past this whole murder situation, I want to have the house cleansed. You know, spiritually, whatever that entails.” 
 
    Sage grinned at Emily. “That’s easy enough. You use sage.” 
 
    Having her best friend by her side had made Emily feel better, but seeing her remaining three guests return dampened her mood yet again. Alexis had clearly been crying, her eyes red and mascara streaked down her cheeks. Warren and David both looked stoic but exhausted. Their arrival was Sage’s cue to leave, and Emily reluctantly followed her guests inside the house, wondering desperately what she should even say to them. 
 
    As it turned out, not much. Alexis and Warren went right upstairs to their rooms. Only David lingered in the hallway long enough to ask Emily how she was coping. After she assured him she would be okay, David told her the police had asked him a lot of hard questions, right up until someone came into the interview room talking about video footage. “I guess I have you and your security cameras to thank for the fact that I’m not spending the night in jail,” David concluded. 
 
    “When I had them installed, I never thought I’d use them to track someone sneaking out of the house,” Emily said. “What will you do tomorrow?” 
 
    David shrugged languidly and glanced up the staircase. “Keep working, I guess. I’ve invested a lot of money in this project, and I’m not going to give up now. Besides, what else can we do? We’re not going to simply sit around all day feeling sad.” 
 
    Emily wondered if David would miss Jaxon’s money and influence more than the man himself. She gave him a sympathetic look, anyway, and wished him a good night before he retreated to his room. 
 
    Once Emily was back in her own room and settled in bed, she lay awake for a long time despite her exhaustion. She felt desperate for answers about both Scott and Jaxon, but completely helpless at the same time. She couldn’t help but think of the massive difference between the two men. Scott had been so well-liked in Oak Hill, and when he died, the outpouring of grief and support had been overwhelming to Emily. Many friends and acquaintances had approached her to offer condolences, only to begin crying for their own loss. Jaxon’s death, on the other hand, was probably being toasted by locals at Sutter’s Bar right now.  
 
    What a sad legacy to leave behind. For the first time, Emily felt a wave of sympathy for Jaxon, not for his death but for the way he had lived his life. 
 
    “Oh, well,” Emily said out loud. “There’s nothing to be done about that now.”  
 
    As she waited for her brain to quiet down, Emily spoke again to the empty bedroom. “Kelly? Hey, Kelly, are you there? Can you hear me? You’re good at communicating through dreams. If you saw Knight-MacGinn do anything that would help us find his murderer, can you please show it to me in a dream? I know you didn’t like him, but you understand how awful it feels to know your killer hasn’t been caught.” 
 
    Just an hour later, Emily jerked out of sleep, her eyes wide and her brain once again racing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
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    Kelly had witnessed a scene much like GG had, with Jaxon pacing back and forth in his room, his cell phone pressed tightly to one ear while his free hand gestured angrily. “Are you blackmailing me?” Jaxon hissed into the phone. After a pause, he said, “That’s ridiculous. You won’t get away with this. You think I won’t ruin your entire family?” 
 
    After a few moments of more pacing, Jaxon spat, “Fine. When I have the cash, I’ll meet you there, but you will regret this.” 
 
    Emily had woken up after that. She reviewed the dream—Kelly’s own experience channeled through her—again and again in her mind, trying to remember every single detail and the exact words before she could forget them. She thought of the pencil and paper on her dresser, left there for Kelly to write messages, and she threw off her covers and rushed across the room. For a few minutes, only the scratching of the pencil against the paper could be heard. Once she had written down everything from the dream, Emily stood and turned to the middle of the room. “Thank you, Kelly! That was incredibly helpful!” 
 
    Jaxon was being blackmailed before he was killed. Had he snuck out of Eternal Rest to meet his blackmailer at the hotel? If that were the case, then something had gone horribly wrong during the exchange. Emily wondered briefly if Knight-MacGinn had been his usual impolite self, and the blackmailer simply got sick of it and shot him.  
 
    Emily suddenly remembered the duffel bag Jaxon had asked her to buy, and the mysterious bundle he’d been carrying when he snuck out of the house. When he had put buying a duffel bag on his to-do list for Emily, she had thought it an odd request. Now, she could picture it filled with money. 
 
    There was no chance of Emily falling asleep again now. Her mind whirled with possibilities. She found herself pacing back and forth in front of her bed, much like Jaxon had done in his own room. It was a long time before she felt settled enough to stop moving and return to bed, but she opened a book and read for an hour before sleep tugged at her mind again. This time, when Emily fell asleep, she wasn’t interrupted by any dreams. She didn’t even roll over during the night, and she was still curled up on her left side when the alarm clock announced it was time to get up and prepare breakfast. 
 
    David and Warren came downstairs at their usual time, and Emily left her spot at the kitchen table to inquire how they were doing. Warren looked grim as he answered that they were carrying on as best as they could. David was a little more energetic, apparently feeling better after putting a full night’s sleep between himself and the events of the previous day. “We’ve got a lot of work to do, that’s for sure, and I don’t just mean the renovation plans,” he said. “I’ve already gotten a call from the local newspaper, wanting to send a reporter out to get ‘our side of the story,’ whatever that means.” 
 
    Emily grimaced. “Welcome to small town life. Everyone in Oak Hill is talking about what happened.” 
 
    David dismissed Emily’s warning with a flick of his hand. “Oh, I know. I grew up here, so I know how gossip flies around town.” 
 
    Emily gave David a surprised look. “You’re from Oak Hill? I had no idea! Do you still have family in the area?” 
 
    “I have cousins running around all over North Georgia.” David settled back in his chair and crossed his legs. “My family was in Oak Hill for generations, so the family tree branches out pretty wide. But as far as my immediate family goes, we moved to Atlanta when I was ten.” 
 
    David’s eyes were shining, and Emily knew there was more to his story. He let the silence stretch, and Emily could feel the anticipation growing. Warren made a little snorting sound, as if he was both amused and impatient. Clearly, he had heard all of this before. 
 
    “Are you renovating the hotel because you want to come back to Oak Hill?” Emily finally asked. 
 
    Now David had a self-satisfied smile. “I’m renovating the hotel because that land used to belong to my family. After ninety years, it’s finally back in our hands.” 
 
    Emily just stared at David, and he laughed, probably assuming she was simply shocked by his revelation. She was surprised, certainly, but her silence was due to the fact that David suddenly seemed like a viable suspect. She wondered if he had killed Jaxon so he would be the sole living investor in the hotel, and the sole owner of the land.  
 
    Blinking, Emily turned her head away as she scolded herself for such ridiculous thoughts. David had been inside Eternal Rest, and the cameras proved he hadn’t left overnight. She thought back to the discussion between herself and Sage, but David didn’t seem like the type to go shimmying out of second-floor windows. Still, even if David hadn’t personally killed Jaxon, he definitely wasn’t crying over his business partner’s death. 
 
    Of course, if Jaxon was being blackmailed, it would have been stupid to take the money all the way to the hotel if the blackmailer was staying in the room next door. 
 
    Emily shook her head, realizing that David was still waiting for a response to his story. With an effort, she said, “Wow. I’m amazed no one in Oak Hill has made that connection yet. You know, when everyone is so upset about a group of ‘outsiders’ coming in to renovate the hotel, people might be a lot more cooperative if they know someone with ties to the area is at the helm.” 
 
    “You’re right, and I’ve thought of that already. However, I don’t know that now is the time.” David’s insinuation was clear: he would wait until the hubbub about the murder had died down, and then he would make his family history known, when it would garner the press’s full attention. 
 
    Emily simply gave David a nod and turned to leave the dining room, but he called her name. Sounding slightly embarrassed, he said, “Would you be willing to pick up and deliver our lunch again today?” Before Emily could answer, he continued quickly, “I’ll pay for it over the phone beforehand.” 
 
    The last thing Emily wanted to do was return to the hotel, but she didn’t want to say no to David. He had just lost his business partner, and besides, she wouldn’t be the one footing the bill this time. She agreed and retreated to the kitchen for another cup of coffee. 
 
    David and Warren left at eight o’clock, after calling one of Oak Hill’s two taxis to take them to the hotel, but Alexis had yet to appear, and Emily wondered if she was mourning more than her colleagues. Emily couldn’t imagine trying to conduct business around town when everyone would be buzzing with the news of the murder. Alexis would have to hear about it again and again. Feeling sorry for her, Emily poured a cup of coffee and put it on a tray with a plate of croissants, meat, cheese, and butter. She went upstairs and knocked on the door to Alexis’s room, calling out that she had breakfast. When there was no answer, Emily announced she was leaving the tray outside the door and went back downstairs. After she had settled in at her desk in the parlor, she heard the squeak of a door and knew Alexis had at least retrieved her breakfast. 
 
    Trip arrived a few minutes before nine, open curiosity on his face as he walked into the parlor. He stopped, said good morning, then simply stared at Emily with his eyebrows raised.  
 
    Emily waved toward the sofa. “Go get a cup of coffee and settle in. I’ll give you all the gory details.” Emily didn’t want to tell her story yet again, but Trip needed to know what was happening with her guests. Plus, she expected more phone calls from people who wanted the scoop. 
 
    Trip’s coffee cup was still full when Emily reached the point in her story when the police arrived at the hotel. His face was rapt, and as Emily’s story unfolded, he finally put the cup down, his eyes never looking away from Emily.  
 
    “Roger—Officer Newton, I should say—wanted us to take him to the body, so we had to go back inside,” Emily continued. As she spoke, she heard the sounds of footsteps on the stairs. “Hang on. Alexis is finally coming down. I’ll finish once she leaves.” 
 
    Trip looked disappointed as he picked up his cup and finally began to drink his coffee. Emily got up and stood in the doorway to the hall. “Good morning, Alexis. Do you want more coffee or anything?” 
 
    Alexis mumbled, “No, thanks,” and continued moving through the hall and out the front door.  
 
    Emily sighed as soon as the door shut. “Poor girl. She’s going to have a long day.” She turned back to Trip and began to continue her story as she sat, but she hadn’t said more than two words when Emily heard footsteps again. She stopped talking abruptly, thinking Alexis had come back inside for some reason.  
 
    That’s when Emily realized the footsteps weren’t in the hallway but upstairs. Her eyes flicked to Trip, who was looking up at the ceiling. He, too, obviously heard the sounds. 
 
    “It happens sometimes,” Emily said reassuringly, but these footsteps sounded different than the ones she sometimes heard when she was alone in the house. In the past, it had always sounded like someone simply walking across the wooden floor, going about their business. These footsteps were heavy and deliberate, like whatever ghost was pacing up there was angry or trying to get attention. 
 
    Emily shut her eyes and focused on the sound. Yes, the footsteps seemed to be directly above them, in Jaxon’s room. 
 
    “No one is up there, right?” Trip asked. His voice had a slight edge to it. 
 
    “Right. If it makes you nervous, remember that footsteps are harmless. Some people even think repeated sounds like that aren’t a ghost, but leftover energy from someone. It’s perfectly safe.” 
 
    “Okay.” Trip still sounded doubtful.  
 
    “I’m going to go upstairs and neaten the rooms. Oh, while I’m gone today, you might get a phone call from the police. They’re going to be searching Jaxon’s room, so we can’t go in there until they’re done with their investigation. Jaxon probably had his key with him when… you know, when he went to the hotel, but you know where the spare keys are.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    “In the meantime”—Emily pushed herself off the chair and started walking toward the hallway—“those rooms won’t clean themselves.”  
 
    Emily could still hear the phantom footsteps as she cleaned the other three guest rooms. The sound wasn’t constant, but it seemed to happen about every ten minutes. When she was done with the cleaning, Emily crept to Jaxon’s door as if she were afraid of spooking the ghost and pressed her ear against the wood. She heard just silence, and after about a minute, she was ready to give up when there were three loud stomping noises. 
 
    This time, the noise wasn’t emanating from Jaxon’s room. They were directly behind Emily, in the hallway.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
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    Emily jumped and whirled around, but the space in front of her was empty. She stood with her back pressed to the door for a moment, and her initial fear quickly gave way to curiosity as she realized the footsteps hadn’t been marching up to her but away from the door. It was like the noises she and Trip had heard earlier were Jaxon pacing in his room, and now he had left his room and was walking toward the stairs. 
 
    It certainly seemed as if Jaxon’s ghost was haunting Eternal Rest, especially since Emily knew from GG and Kelly that he had done a fair share of pacing in his room, but that just didn’t make sense to Emily. He had died at the hotel, so if his ghost was anywhere, it should be there. And if, for some reason, his ghost had made it all the way from Mountain View Manor back to Eternal Rest, then it must have taken a while to do so. Otherwise, she and her guests would have heard the footsteps throughout the night. 
 
    For someone who lives with a lot of ghosts, I sure don’t understand their ways.  
 
    After waiting a few more minutes in the hallway, Emily gave up on hearing the footsteps again and returned downstairs. She double-checked that Trip was okay, still sensing his nervousness about the paranormal activity despite his bright smile and reassurances, then left for town. It was much too early to pick up lunch at The Depot, but Emily needed to talk to Detective Hernandez, and she wanted to get Sage’s input before heading to the police station. 
 
    Emily arrived at Seeing Beyond shortly after ten, and she was glad to see that Sage didn’t have a client yet. Instead, Emily found her friend wiping angrily at the front of her black dress. It was covered with white dust. 
 
    “What did you do?” Emily asked as soon as she walked through the door. 
 
    Sage didn’t even look up. She kept wiping away the mess as she answered, “I thought I’d treat myself to donuts, and I let Trish talk me into getting the stupid powdered sugar ones. I should have known better.” 
 
    “If you need to go home and change, I can watch the shop for you,” Emily said, trying her best not to laugh. 
 
    “No, it will come out eventually.” Sage looked up long enough to gesture to the sofa. “Sit. I have no news for you, but you have news for me.” 
 
    “How did you know?” Emily asked as she sank onto the sofa. Even though she and Sage had been best friends for a long time, she was still occasionally caught off-guard by Sage’s perceptiveness. 
 
    Except, this time, there wasn’t anything mystical behind her friend’s knowledge. “You wouldn’t have come to see me otherwise,” Sage said simply. She finally gave her dress one last shake and sat down next to Emily. “By the way, I did call Reed’s cousin last night. She didn’t have any additional information, and she’s just as intrigued as us about what could be preventing Scott’s spirit from coming back to Eternal Rest. She promised to do some research, as well.” 
 
    Emily gave Sage a small smile. “That means I have two psychic mediums on my team now. That gives me some hope.” 
 
    Sage patted Emily’s knee. “It should. I apologize for always telling you that Scott had already crossed over. I should have given your theories a fair chance.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I hadn’t told you everything, so you had no reason to think he was anything but long gone. In the meantime, I have yet another new ghost at Eternal Rest.” 
 
    “See? I knew you had news for me!” 
 
    Emily told Sage about the footsteps and her suspicion that it was Jaxon’s ghost making the noise. Sage was also perplexed about him showing up at Eternal Rest instead of sticking around the hotel, but she seemed less surprised by the idea than Emily. “It could be that he wants to communicate with his team,” Sage said, “or even the lawyer specifically, since she isn’t even out at the hotel during the day.” 
 
    “The footsteps didn’t start until after Alexis left the house this morning.” 
 
    Sage laughed. “All the more reason my theory might be right! Maybe he tried to communicate with her, and either he couldn’t figure out how to do it, or she wasn’t receptive to it. Those footsteps you heard were him venting his anger at not being able to communicate with her.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Oh!” Sage said suddenly. “If you’re getting lunch at The Depot again today, don’t expect Jay to be there.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Trish said the police called him and asked him to come in for questioning today.” Sage widened her eyes and gave Emily an ominous look. 
 
    “How does Trish even know that?” Emily asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Somebody who came in to the bakery told her. You know she always has the scoop.” 
 
    “Poor Jay. He was so nice to me yesterday, and I hate that he’s getting dragged into this.” 
 
    Sage snorted derisively. “He’s not getting dragged into anything. He jumped into it headfirst. So many people have overheard him making threats about these investors.” 
 
    Emily had to concede that Sage was right. “He flat out told me he would do whatever it took to yank the rug out from under Jaxon and David.” A tingling sensation began to work its way up Emily’s neck, and she shuddered. Jay had always seemed so nice. A little rough around the edges, maybe, but not someone who would blackmail or kill. “Blackmail!” Emily shouted. “Let me tell you real quick, and then I’ve got to get to the police station.” 
 
    When Emily finished her brief summary of the memory Kelly had sent to her in a dream, Sage just threw back her head and laughed. “Why is that funny?” Emily said, failing to find any humor in it. 
 
    “I’m not laughing at the vision,” Sage said as her laughing slowed and she tried to catch her breath. “I’m laughing at you. Kelly channels dreams through you and writes you notes, you heard the footsteps this morning, you had an encounter with a ghost at the hotel not once but twice, including hearing it speak…” 
 
    Emily crossed her arms. “I still don’t see how that’s funny.” 
 
    “Oh, honey, don’t you see? You’re beginning to develop some mediumship abilities, too.” 
 
    “Me?” Emily was surprised that Sage would even suggest something like that, and she could feel herself growing more flustered as she continued to speak. “No, I’m normal. I mean, not that you’re weird. It’s just that you’re special, and I’m not. Ugh, you know what I mean. I don’t have any psychic abilities.” 
 
    Sage was smiling at Emily with something like sympathy. “Many people believe we’re all born with some innate psychic abilities. However, our parents and teachers tell us those things don’t exist, so we ignore our own minds until we’ve completely blocked off access to those skills. Some people learn to unlock those abilities as they get older, and people like me never lost touch with them in the first place.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m ready to take over conducting séances,” Emily said doubtfully. 
 
    “Not yet, at any rate. That would take a lot of dedicated practice on your part. Still, I think living with ghosts is helping you unlock your own psychic potential. I’ve actually been waiting for this to happen to you.” 
 
    Emily blew out an exasperated breath. Sage was a lot more excited about this than she was. “Oh, boy,” she said sarcastically. “I can have a proper girls’ night with Kelly, GG, and Mrs. Thompson.” 
 
    “And you’ll be even more helpful to Detective Hernandez!” 
 
    “Speaking of, I’m off. Have a good day, Sage. I’ll keep you posted.” 
 
    “I know you will.” 
 
    During the short walk from Seeing Beyond to the police station, Emily thought of nothing but Sage’s suggestion that maybe she was tapping into her own psychic abilities. It might make living at Eternal Rest more of a challenge, or at least a lot louder in her head if her ghosts were eager to communicate with her, but the idea also gave Emily hope that maybe she would be able to develop her skills enough to find a way to help Scott. 
 
    Holding on to that positive thought, Emily braced herself for a very strange conversation with Detective Hernandez. 
 
    Forty-five minutes later, Emily emerged from the police station, feeling rather satisfied. Detective Hernandez had seemed pleased to see Emily, and he listened attentively to her stories about her dream and even the footsteps. He politely reminded Emily that he had to keep his belief in the paranormal separate from his methodical approach as a detective, but he agreed the duffel bag was noteworthy. Hernandez said Knight-MacGinn’s phone records were already being investigated, and he promised Emily they would look for any large cash withdrawals from his bank accounts, as well. “We can’t really follow leads given to us by ghosts,” he’d said, “but you being asked to buy a duffel bag is a tangible lead.” Hernandez had given Emily an appreciative smile. “Newton said you were a sharp one.” 
 
    David had called and left Emily a voicemail sometime during her chat with Detective Hernandez, letting her know The Depot would have their lunch ready at eleven thirty. It was already a quarter to noon by the time Emily left the police station and checked her phone, so she walked straight to The Depot. 
 
    If the police did have Jay on their list of suspects, then either their questioning had gone well, or he was still waiting to speak with them. He brought the food order to Emily himself once again, and he sighed deeply as he handed over the bags. Leaning down to speak to her quietly, he said, “I was real sorry to hear about your little adventure yesterday. A sweet lady like you shouldn’t have to look death in the face like that.” 
 
    Emily wrinkled her nose. “I’m not going to lie. It was pretty gross.” 
 
    “I bet.” Jay pointed to one of the bags. “That one is for you, on the house.” 
 
    Emily found herself smiling as she drove to the hotel, pleased that Detective Hernandez had found her information valuable and that Jay had given her a turkey club sandwich, chips, and a giant chocolate chip cookie. Her mood faltered when she rounded the long drive that led to the hotel parking lot and caught her first glimpse of the building. Her first two visits to the property hadn’t gone well, and she was nervous about what this third visit might have in store.  
 
    Walking into the lobby as if she expected someone to spring a trap on her at any moment, Emily tiptoed her way along the cleared path to the stairs, her head swiveling back and forth as she bent slightly forward, listening for any sounds. 
 
    There was nothing. 
 
    Dropping the bags of food onto the table and saying hello to David and Warren felt even more strange than walking through the lobby had. It seemed so normal, so routine, as if their colleague hadn’t been discovered murdered in a room above them just twenty-four hours earlier.  
 
    Emily didn’t linger, and soon she was in the lobby again. This time, with the front door in her sights, she didn’t turn her head at all as she walked. She kept her eyes fixed on the exit and moved quickly. 
 
    A clattering noise emanated from the area of the hallway next to the reception desk. Emily shook her head firmly, not even slowing her pace. “Nope, I’m not going over there,” she said, more to herself than to whatever might have caused the noise. Emily told herself that maybe it was just old debris shifting, but she knew that wasn’t true. 
 
    She was only ten feet from the front door when she heard the noise again, louder this time. She glanced over her shoulder but saw nothing.  
 
    Emily turned her head forward just in time to see the large board that was now lying on the path, directly in front of her. She stopped short and stared at it. The board hadn’t been there when she came in, and she was certain it hadn’t been there just a moment ago. She would have seen it.  
 
    It was a thin board, and although Emily knew she might have tripped over it if she hadn’t seen it, she also knew she could simply step over it and keep walking. If the ghost really wanted to hurt her, surely it would have tried harder. At least, that was the reasoning Emily used as she gave a sigh of resignation and said, “Okay. You have my attention. What do you want?” 
 
    There was a clatter from the direction of the hallway again, and Emily raised a finger and said firmly, “No. I am not going down that hallway again after what you did to me the last time!” 
 
    In the silence that followed, Emily began gazing around her. Since she was so close to the front door, she didn’t feel nearly as scared as she had during her encounter with the ghost in the hallway. If it wanted to communicate, then it would have to come to her. 
 
    Slowly, Emily turned a full circle. When she faced the lounge area, she could see there was now a shape traced in the dirty floor. This time, instead of an arrow like she had seen on Tuesday, it was a rounded shape, like a rudimentary lower-case n or an upside-down u. Thinking the ghost might be trying to spell something, and realizing it only drew in the dust when she wasn’t looking, Emily shut her eyes tight and turned her back on the lounge. After waiting for what she figured was a sufficient amount of time for a ghost to write a message, she turned around again. 
 
    Now, there were two more of the shapes. Emily gazed at the symbols, perplexed. Was the ghost trying to spell something but getting hung up on the first word? Was it trying to tell her to make a U-turn and go back to the hallway? 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Emily said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Emily felt a little silly apologizing to the ghost. Sure, it had helped her find Jaxon’s body, but it had also nearly given her a heart attack in the hallway. Emily felt slightly defeated as she realized that a séance might be the only way to placate this ghost. She didn’t like the idea at all, but the ghost clearly wanted to communicate, and it was likely that it might know something about Jaxon’s murder. 
 
    “I’m having a hard time understanding you,” Emily said slowly, clearly. “My friend might do a better job. She and I will come back, and we will talk to you then.” 
 
    “Emily?” 
 
    Emily was so startled she squeaked out a little scream as she whipped her head around. Warren was standing on the stairs, looking at her uncertainly. She could feel her cheeks flush as she said awkwardly, “I think you might have a ghost here.” 
 
    Warren laughed weakly, as if he couldn’t decide if Emily was joking or out of her mind.  
 
    “Have you experienced anything strange here?” she asked.  
 
    Warren walked up the last few steps and came toward Emily. “Listen, I know you say a ghost led you to Jaxon yesterday, but this place isn’t haunted. David and I have been here every day since Monday, and nothing has happened.” 
 
    “Then explain this,” Emily said, gesturing to the floor of the lounge.  
 
    “Explain what?” 
 
    Emily looked down to see that the shapes had disappeared, the floor just a solid mass of dust and debris again. The ghost had wiped out its message. Glancing behind her, she saw that the board had been moved out of the path, too. Whatever this ghost wanted to communicate, it apparently didn’t want Warren to be a part of the conversation. 
 
    “Never mind,” Emily said, feeling embarrassed. “I’ll see you and David tonight.” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, she turned and left. 
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    The first thing Emily noticed when she let herself in the front door of her house was how loud the stomping upstairs sounded. The steps seemed to be in the upstairs hallway, but they faded into silence as Emily walked into the parlor and dropped her purse on her desk. 
 
    She found Trip in the kitchen, loading some glasses into the dishwasher. “Oh, thank you,” Emily said. “You didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    “It’s no problem,” Trip said, smiling over at her. “Did you have a good day in town?” 
 
    “Better than yesterday. I heard the footsteps as I came in. Has the ghost been stomping around all day?” 
 
    “No, it’s been pretty quiet.” Trip was still smiling at her, but Emily raised a skeptical eyebrow since she had caught the ghost mid-tantrum on her way in. Still, if Trip was already getting accustomed to paranormal activity, then Emily wasn’t going to call him out. Maybe making it through a few hours without anything worse than footsteps had made Trip realize he really didn’t have anything to be nervous about. 
 
    “I’m going to check email and get caught up,” Emily said. “If you feel like getting outside for a bit, the plants on the porch need to be watered.” 
 
    Trip gave Emily a little salute, and she returned to her desk. She looked through the reservation system and saw that Trip had confirmed four upcoming stays already. She smiled at her laptop screen with satisfaction. He clearly had the hang of the system. 
 
    Emily was just getting caught up with email when Trip popped his head into the parlor. “You’ve got a loose board on your back steps,” he said. 
 
    “I know. I really need to fix it.” 
 
    “Point me toward your tools, and I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    The remainder of the afternoon continued in the same way, with Trip finding various little tasks to do throughout the house. He clearly enjoyed staying active, and having a hardware store in the family had evidently resulted in Trip being pretty good with small home repairs. 
 
    If only he could fix my leaky roof. 
 
    Detective Hernandez arrived around three o’clock, along with several others who were there to comb through Jaxon’s room. Just as Emily was ushering them inside, the footsteps sounded from that very room, pacing back and forth once again. Emily tried her best to ignore the sound, instead retrieving the spare key for Hernandez from her desk and pointing to the ceiling of the parlor. “His room is upstairs, in this corner.” 
 
    Hernandez raised an eyebrow. “Who’s up there? I told you his room was not to be entered or changed in any way.” 
 
    “No one is up there,” Emily said evenly. “My assistant is in the kitchen, sanding over some scuffs in the floor, and my guests are at Mountain View.” 
 
    Hernandez blinked at Emily, then glanced over at his colleagues, who were staring up at the ceiling, too. It was clear they could hear the footsteps, and Emily wondered what they would think when they got upstairs and found no one. 
 
    Emily just gave a little shrug, and one side of Hernandez’s mouth rose, as if he might start laughing. He returned the shrug, glancing at the others as he said quietly, “This is going to be fun for the skeptics.”  
 
    Emily only heard the footsteps one more time that afternoon, as they clomped their way angrily down the stairs. She actually dashed into the hallway, almost expecting to see a figure descending the staircase. The sounds faded as she stood there. 
 
    Hernandez and his team were in Jaxon’s room for a full two hours, finally leaving at the same time Trip ended his workday. The police took all of Jaxon’s belongings with them, telling Emily that anything not useful as evidence would be returned to his family. 
 
    Once everyone was gone, Emily had Eternal Rest to herself for about two hours. She pulled on a thick cardigan and settled onto the front porch swing with a book and a cup of chamomile tea, enjoying the clear late-afternoon sky and the simple peace of being alone. 
 
    Emily had just gone into the kitchen to make dinner for herself when her guests returned. They retreated upstairs without coming in search of her, and Emily felt relieved that she didn’t have to make small talk with them again. She wound up having a quiet night to herself, enjoying a leisurely, uninterrupted dinner before calling Sage to fill her in on the day’s paranormal adventures. 
 
    All evening long, Emily had been listening for the footsteps, though they were so loud she knew she would hear them whether she was actively listening for them or not. And all evening long, the house had remained silent. Emily had thought the activity would increase once her guests were back. If Jaxon’s ghost was the one causing the noise, which was the most logical option, then she had thought he would begin trying to communicate with the others as soon as they returned. Maybe he’s trying a gentler approach. 
 
    Emily woke up Friday morning feeling refreshed, as if some weight had been lifted from her during the night. Of course, she realized as she blinked her eyes open, these guests are checking out today. While she still wanted to return to the hotel with Sage in tow, her other connections to the murder were going away. She could finally clean Jaxon’s room and see the rest of his group off to their homes in Atlanta.  
 
    Emily prepared breakfast and coffee and was shuttling everything to the dining room as David came down the stairs. “Good morning,” she said. “How did you sleep?” 
 
    “Like a rock,” David answered. “What a nice, quiet house this is.” 
 
    Well, if Jaxon communicated with anyone last night, then it wasn’t his business partner.  
 
    Emily told David she wouldn’t be able to deliver lunch to the hotel since she had new guests coming in for the weekend, and she had to get the rooms ready and be there to greet them as they began to arrive. “People take the two o’clock check-in time as more of a suggestion than a rule,” she said pointedly. 
 
    “I guess we did show up a little early on Monday.” David laughed, then turned serious. “Emily, I’m really sorry you’ve gotten caught up in all this mess.” 
 
    Emily’s brow creased as she looked at David. “And I’m sorry for your loss. With everything going on, I haven’t even stopped to offer my condolences.” Even though you’re not acting like you need them, she added silently. 
 
    David sniffed. “Jaxon and I weren’t friends. We were just partners in this project. Still, it does hit a little close to home.” 
 
    “What will happen now? With the property, I mean.” 
 
    David took a long sip of coffee before answering, “We keep going, like I said before. I’ll have to take over as the sole investor, but it’s doable. At least now I won’t get in stupid arguments about things like paint colors and furnishing styles.” David paused and raised his cup to his lips again, then lowered it to add, “Of course, it’s good to have someone to bounce ideas around with. Warren is great at telling you what kind of renovations make the most sense, but he’s not the type to help you choose between mid-century or Mediterranean.” 
 
    Emily could relate. She and Scott would sometimes get into heated discussions over the silliest little details, like what color the curtains in the dining room should be, or whether to hang an antique painting above a guest bed or next to a window. Now that it was just her, every decision seemed petty and pointless, and she would halfheartedly make those little choices. She had once enjoyed it so much, and now it was a task on the same level as dusting and sweeping. 
 
    David broke Emily’s reverie, speaking cautiously. “Warren said you saw a ghost yesterday?” 
 
    “What? Oh, no, I didn’t see anyone. Something kind of strange happened in the lobby. I thought I saw writing in the dust of the floor, but when I looked again, it was gone. I guess that old hotel is getting to my imagination.” Emily knew it hadn’t been her imagination. She really had seen those marks on the floor, and something really had put a board across the path to bar her way out. She wasn’t quite sure why she was downplaying it now to David.  
 
    “I’m sure any spookiness will be gone by the time the renovations are done.” David’s smile was both confident and teasing. “I’ll be happy to give you the grand tour when it’s all finished.” 
 
    Emily heard someone walking into the room behind her, and she took it as her cue to leave. Warren and Alexis were both coming in, and she wished them a quick good morning before walking across the hall to the parlor.  
 
    Not long after, all three of Emily’s guests were gathered in the hallway with their luggage. As they handed over their keys, Emily repeated her condolences. Alexis remained silent, but David and Warren both shook Emily’s hand and thanked her for her hospitality and patience with the strange events of the week. 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll see you sooner rather than later,” David said. “We’ll be here on a regular basis once restoration really gets underway.” 
 
    “I look forward to it,” Emily lied. Frankly, she would be happy to never see any of these people again, let alone the hotel. Still, she smiled politely and saw them out the door.  
 
    As the sound of their car faded down the road, Emily heaved a sigh of relief. It had been an exhausting week, and she would have to dig deep to find the energy for the next round of guests. A Spirited Saturday Night weekend was always fun, but it also meant extra work for her as well as more time with the guests. Still, she was looking forward to having a full house of guests who were there to have fun and look for ghosts. Guests who, hopefully, wouldn’t make any ridiculous demands or threats. 
 
    For that matter, I’ll be happy if all of my guests simply make it through this weekend without dying.  
 
    Emily was tempted to crawl back into bed, but she reluctantly retrieved her bucket of cleaning supplies from the cabinet under the kitchen sink. As before, she would save Jaxon’s room for last. She had done that previously so she could give it a thorough cleaning, but now she was simply hesitant to go into a room that had a pacing ghost in it.  
 
    If the ghost was still hanging around Eternal Rest, though, then it didn’t make any sounds as Emily cleaned the other three guest rooms. She opened up the windows while she worked, and a refreshing breeze flowed through the upstairs.  
 
    Finally, Jaxon’s room was the only one left to clean. Emily opened the door and stepped inside, sucking in her breath in anticipation. Compared to the crisp freshness of the other rooms, this one felt almost oppressive. The air was stagnant, and there was a slight smell in the room. Emily sniffed, wondering what strange things the police had been doing that created such a scent.  
 
    Soon, Emily had the windows in that room open, as well, and she got to work. There were no footsteps, and she didn’t even get that odd tingling sensation that she sometimes felt during séances with Sage, like the air was slightly electrified. It was just a normal room, and her incoming guests would never suspect that it had so recently been home to an aggravated ghost. 
 
    The police had already ripped the sheets off the bed during their investigation, so Emily scooped them up and added them to the pile in the hallway. She would haul all the dirty sheets and towels downstairs to the washing machine, or, if she were feeling really lazy, she would simply drop them over the side of the stairwell railing.  
 
    Emily retrieved fresh sheets, and as she was unfolding the fitted sheet, she noticed a piece of paper sticking out between the mattress and the box springs. She leaned over and tugged on it gently. Emily couldn’t guess how the police had missed it when it was so easy to find. Unless, she told herself, the ghost had put it there after the police left. It was a note typed onto a sheet of white paper.  
 
    Emily’s lips moved as she read the note to herself: Bring the money to the old hotel at three a.m. tonight. Do not be late. Do not tell anyone where you are going. Do not call the police.  
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    Emily immediately dropped the note and watched as it fluttered to the floor. Her first thought was that if the police wanted to dust the paper for fingerprints, they would find hers. Her second thought was that her hunch had been correct: Jaxon was being blackmailed. By whom and why, she couldn’t fathom. It didn’t make sense that someone in Oak Hill had incriminating information about Jaxon since, as far as she knew, he had never spent any time in the town. Or if he had, it was probably only quick visits to look at the hotel property. Did that mean Jaxon’s blackmailer—and, presumably, his killer—had followed him all the way from Atlanta? 
 
    Leaving the note exactly where it was, Emily went downstairs to her desk, where she dialed the number on Detective Hernandez’s business card. He picked up on the first ring, and she quickly told him about the note. He sounded as surprised as she was, and he promised someone would be there soon to collect it.  
 
    In the meantime, Emily continued her cleaning, dusting, and sweeping downstairs while she waited. Finally, when the last task on her list was to make the bed in Jaxon’s room, she sat down at her desk once again to go through her usual review of emails and reservation requests. The house was silent, but Emily felt ill at ease. She didn’t like being so closely tied to this murder investigation.  
 
    The silence was soon broken by the sound of the phone, and it was a group wanting to book all four rooms for a weekend in the summer. The moment Emily hung up the phone, it rang again. This time, it was a reporter from The Oak Hill Monitor, wanting to know what Jaxon had been like in real life. “Are the rumors true?” the woman pressed. “Was he difficult to deal with?” 
 
    Emily politely declined giving a quote. 
 
    Emily was still trying to get her work done when the doorbell rang. She knew it must be a police officer, but she was delighted when she opened the door and saw Roger. “Officer Newton!” she said with genuine pleasure. “Come in. Would you like a cup of coffee?” 
 
    “No, thanks, Miss Emily,” he said, “though I do appreciate the hospitable gesture. I’m just here to collect this note you called about.” Roger raised a small black case he was carrying. 
 
    “Come on up.” As they ascended the stairs, Emily looked over her shoulder and asked, “Have you had any leads so far?”  
 
    She could sense more than see Roger’s hesitation as he answered, “A handful of realistic leads, though it seems like most people in town wished this guy ill.” 
 
    “If you’d had to deal with him, you’d understand why. He wasn’t a very nice person.” That’s an understatement, but I hate to say anything worse than that about the dead. 
 
    “Watch what you say, Miss Emily,” Roger said sharply. “You don’t want to wind up at the top of the list.” 
 
    Emily paused as she reached the upstairs hallway and turned to face Roger, doubt on her face. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “I wish I could say it was a joke, but you told Hernandez how the victim was making you buy his group lunch every day as some kind of retribution. And even if the police don’t think you’re a suspect, that doesn’t mean the public will have the same opinion. A lot of folks overheard you talking to Jay over at The Depot.” 
 
    Emily almost corrected Roger, telling him it wasn’t retribution but blackmail. Instead, she wisely kept her mouth shut and told herself reassuringly that the security camera footage proved she was inside Eternal Rest while Jaxon was out being murdered. 
 
    Once they were inside the room, Roger snapped a photo of the note with his cell phone, explaining that its placement wasn’t really relevant now that Emily had moved it. She pointed out where she had found it, not realizing it was a valuable piece of evidence. Like her, Roger couldn’t understand how the team who had investigated the room could have possibly missed something so obvious. Since Emily knew Roger didn’t believe in ghosts, she kept her theories to herself. Hernandez had believed her, at least. 
 
    Roger dug into his case and pulled out a plastic document sleeve and what looked like a giant pair of tweezers. He carefully picked up the note with them and slid it into the sleeve.  
 
    “My fingerprints are probably on it since I pulled it out from under the mattress,” Emily said abruptly. 
 
    “I know.” Roger placed the sleeve in the case, shut it, and straightened up. “Don’t be afraid, Miss Emily. If you had written this note, then you wouldn’t be handing it over to us now. You’re not going to be arrested because your prints are on something you picked up one time.” 
 
    That logic made Emily feel better. “I’ll call you if I find anything else, of course,” she promised.  
 
    After Roger left, Emily saw she had missed three more phone calls while she had been upstairs. She listened to the voicemails and realized she only needed to return one call, to the person inquiring about reservations. The other two were from people she knew in town, calling to ask about the murder.  
 
    Emily took the phone with her when she returned to Jaxon’s room to put the sheets on, and it rang four more times. 
 
    Between the notoriety that Eternal Rest was getting from the discovery of Kelly Stern’s body and the gossip about Jaxon’s murder, Emily was suddenly the most popular person in Oak Hill. It took her two hours to eat her lunch as she grabbed bites of her sandwich in between phone calls.  
 
    Eventually, she called Trip and begged him to come in, even though he wasn’t scheduled to work again until the following Tuesday. Emily knew she wouldn’t be able to juggle the calls, greet her incoming guests, and get things ready for the night’s welcome reception without some help.  
 
    The first guests for the weekend arrived at one thirty. The two couples lived in Connecticut and had actually flown to Atlanta, then rented a car to make the drive to Oak Hill. Emily was always a little surprised at the number of guests who went to such trouble and expense just to stay at Eternal Rest, and sometimes it even made her a little nervous, as if she was obligated to ensure their weekend was a good one. 
 
    Trip arrived just as the two couples were heading upstairs to their rooms. They had specifically asked for the two rooms that had views of Hilltop Cemetery, which included the room that Jaxon had been in. Emily had actually felt her hand shake as she handed over the spare key to that room, wondering where the other key was now and hoping desperately that her guests wouldn’t be disturbed. 
 
    Emily stepped into the hallway as Trip closed the front door behind him. “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she said with feeling. “It has been crazy today. Do you want phone duty or food prep?” 
 
    “You must be busy, because normally you offer me a cup of coffee right off the bat,” Trip said, smiling playfully at Emily. 
 
    “I’m going to make some to get me through the afternoon, as tempted as I am to just switch to wine.” 
 
    Trip winced. “That bad, huh?” 
 
    “It’s been nonstop. Eternal Rest is officially the hot gossip of Oak Hill.” Emily glanced down at her blue Eternal Rest shirt and groaned. “And I’m wearing some of my lunch. Great. The guests who just checked in must think this is a really classy establishment.” 
 
    Trip looked at Emily, calmly and evenly. “You go change and work on the food for tonight. I’ll deal with the phone. It sounds like you need a break from people.” 
 
    “I’ll be in the kitchen if you need anything, and I’m going to bring a tray of iced tea into the parlor for the guests who just went up. They’ll be down in a few minutes.” Emily turned to go but stopped short and added, “And thank you, again. I really appreciate you jumping in at the last minute.” 
 
    Trip sent her off with a casual wave and went into the parlor to take up phone duty at the desk. Emily ducked into her bedroom and changed her shirt before going into the kitchen. The Friday night welcome reception during Spirited Saturday Night weekends wasn’t anything fancy: she served enough hors d’oeuvres that people felt like they were getting a free dinner, but it wasn’t anything so complicated that Emily was overwhelmed by it. At least, not usually. She also made a couple of cocktails with fun, spooky names; her “Liquid Ghost” White Russian was especially popular. 
 
    The first two couples drank their iced tea before heading to the cemetery for a walk, so for a brief time, the house was quiet again. The only sound Emily heard was the regular ringing of the phone.  
 
    One of the simplest yet most popular things Emily served to her guests was peanut butter and jelly finger sandwiches. She didn’t know if the guests enjoyed the throwback to their childhoods, or if they merely liked the taste, but she appreciated being able to put in so little effort for something so beloved. The peanut butter was sticking stubbornly to the knife, and she banged the knife handle against a nearby mixing bowl in an effort to dislodge it. The sound was far louder than Emily had expected, and she jumped in surprise. 
 
    No, Emily realized, that sound didn’t come from the knife. 
 
    The banging noise sounded again, and Emily had a sinking feeling as she realized it was those same angry footsteps she had heard on Thursday. If her new ghost was, in fact, Jaxon, then he hadn’t departed along with his colleagues.  
 
    Emily’s surprise was quickly replaced by anger, and she marched up the stairs. She stood directly in front of Jaxon’s room and said sternly, “This is not your room anymore! You are no longer my guest. Get out of my house!” 
 
    The footsteps sounded like they were heading toward the door, and Emily involuntarily took a step back, expecting it to open. The door, however, remained closed, and the footsteps ceased. Picturing Jaxon’s ghost standing there on the other side of the door, Emily continued, speaking now in a low, threatening voice. “You are dead. You don’t belong here. Besides, you told me that you didn’t want to stay here anymore, remember? You said you wanted to check out early. So leave. Go away, now.” 
 
    There was no answer, but Emily spun on her heel and left, hoping that had done the trick. She got downstairs just in time to see another couple walking through the door, and she walked right up to them as she reminded herself to smile. “Hi, welcome to Eternal Rest! I’m Emily, and that’s Trip in the parlor. He’ll get you checked in. In the meantime, would you like some iced tea?” 
 
    The two men agreed readily, and one of them nudged the other. “See? I told you Southern hospitality was a real thing.” 
 
    “Worth the drive from Ohio,” his companion agreed, nodding. 
 
    The two of them were seated on the parlor sofa, enjoying their drinks in short order, and half an hour later the final guests of the weekend arrived. The woman looked frazzled, her blonde hair sticking out at odd angles, and her husband’s expression was strained. 
 
    When Emily went out to say hello to them, she skipped over her usual welcome and said, “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “We got a flat tire on the way here, and then our air-conditioning broke,” the man responded tersely. “It’s been a long day.” 
 
    “There’s a great shop in Oak Hill that can probably get you fixed up by tomorrow afternoon.” Trip’s voice drifted in from the parlor. A moment later, he appeared in the doorway. “I’ll even give them a call and ask if they can come pick your car up, so you don’t have to deal with it.” 
 
    Emily beamed at Trip, realizing how valuable it was to have an assistant who had grown up in Oak Hill and knew the right people to call in an emergency. She turned her attention back to the couple. “Normally, I offer guests iced tea when they check in, but would you like a glass of wine instead?” 
 
    The man laughed and said tea would be just fine, but his wife perked up. “Why not? We’re on vacation,” she said. 
 
    As if to punctuate her statement, a single loud footstep banged from above. Emily acted as if she hadn’t heard anything, and she was already turning to fulfill the guests’ drink requests when the woman squeaked, “What was that?” 
 
    There were three more heavy footsteps, and her husband’s eyes widened. “Is it a ghost?” 
 
    “Yes. A new arrival, no less. He just showed up yesterday. Please don’t worry, though. He’s not staying in your room.” 
 
    Now it was the woman whose face looked shocked. “Then whose room is he staying in? And why do you have a new ghost here?” 
 
    In that moment, Emily suddenly realized that she had a houseful of out-of-state guests who hadn’t heard a peep of the local news. She would either have to remain vague about the new ghost or give them the complete details of Jaxon’s murder. 
 
    Emily massaged her forehead with her fingers as she debated with herself. On the one hand, she didn’t want to shock her guests with such an unsavory story. On the other hand, she didn’t want any of them to overhear the news when they inevitably explored downtown Oak Hill on Saturday.  
 
    Remembering that Spirited Saturday Night guests wanted to experience the paranormal, Emily lowered her hand and managed to give the couple a mysterious smile. “I’ll tell everyone at the reception,” she said ominously. 
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    The footsteps had continued off and on all afternoon, even after the guests staying in Jaxon’s room had come back. Emily waited for them to complain about the noise, but all she got instead was enthusiastic excitement from them when they came downstairs to report it. They actually said they felt privileged to be in the same room as such an active haunting. Emily, who was used to ghosts but didn’t care to have them interrupting her privacy, could only sigh in relief. She gave them the same enticing hints about what they would hear that night at the welcome reception. 
 
    Around six o’clock, the phone had finally stopped ringing. Trip was willing to stick around to help with the reception, and Emily gladly put him to work taking care of the last few details for the food.  
 
    At seven o’clock, Emily found herself gazing at eight expectant faces. The guests were all seated around the big dining room table, drinking cocktails and wine while munching on the food that had been set on the sideboard. Trip was leaning against the doorframe, and Emily stood next to him. She always began the welcome reception with a short history of the house followed by a rundown of the house’s ghosts. There were enough ghost stories about Eternal Rest to satisfy her guests, and she would spend the rest of the evening chatting with everyone as they asked her about her personal experiences with ghosts or divulged their own ghost stories. The latter usually began with, “I’ve never told anyone this because they would think I’m crazy, but I’m sure you can relate.” 
 
    Tonight, though, Emily finished her usual stories and paused. She cleared her throat, her eyes darting away from her guests and toward the front windows as she sought the right way to begin. “I think you have all heard the loud footsteps upstairs,” she began. “I’m fairly certain this is a new haunting here at Eternal Rest. Yesterday was the first time we’ve heard footsteps that are so angry. It’s not just the sudden activity that makes me think it’s a new ghost, either.” Emily took a deep breath. “The guest staying in the room above the parlor was murdered on Wednesday night.” 
 
    Everyone seated around the table gasped and started talking at the same time. Over the din, Emily distinctly heard a woman wail, “That’s our room!”  
 
    Emily felt panic course through her and raised her hands. “No, he wasn’t murdered here!” she quickly clarified. “He was only a guest here. He was murdered somewhere else!” 
 
    The woman, who had half-risen from her chair with her hand over her heart, nearly collapsed back into it as her shoulders sagged. “Oh, thank goodness!”  
 
    “Then why is his ghost haunting Eternal Rest?” the woman’s husband asked. 
 
    Emily shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. I thought maybe he was trying to communicate with his colleagues, who were staying in the other rooms, but they checked out this morning, and yet the ghost is still stomping away. I do think he wants to communicate, though.” Emily was on the verge of telling her guests about the note she had found under the mattress, until she realized she wasn’t even sure what details of the case she was allowed to talk about. She made a mental note to ask Hernandez what she could actually divulge.  
 
    However, pretty much everyone in Oak Hill already knew where Jaxon’s body had been found, not to mention who had found it and how he had died, so Emily plunged into the story. When she got to the part about a ghost making tapping noises to lead her to the body, her guests gasped again. 
 
    “You poor thing!” one of the women whispered loudly.   
 
    One of the men from Ohio looked both horrified and fascinated. “Was it the first time you’ve seen a dead body outside of a funeral?” 
 
    “Well,” Emily said, laughing a little, “it’s the first time I’ve seen a body this month. We’ll talk about Kelly tomorrow night, during the séance.” 
 
    Everyone began talking again, and Emily leaned back against the wall with satisfaction. She turned her head toward Trip, but before she could speak, the footsteps started up again. They were in the upstairs hallway, and Emily could hear the path they took from the door of Jaxon’s room to the head of the stairs. The chatter ceased at once as everyone listened. The footsteps continued down the stairs, and Emily realized how much it sounded like the clatter she had heard in the seconds before Jaxon had confronted her about Kelly’s note. 
 
    The phantom steps reached the bottom of the stairs and continued to the dining room. Trip whirled around and actually stepped to the side so he was no longer in the doorway, like he was making way for the ghost to come in. The sound stopped, but Emily could feel the hair on her arms rising. The air felt electrified, and she knew the ghost was in the room with them. 
 
    “I’m not any good at communicating with ghosts,” Emily said loudly and clearly. “Tomorrow, we will have a séance, so we will talk to you then. You can speak through the psychic medium.”  
 
    When the footsteps began again, they were going back up the stairs. Jaxon was never that cooperative in life. 
 
    Later, as the reception was breaking up, everyone heard the footsteps one last time, once again in Jaxon’s room. The couple staying in there had returned to their original excitement about being in the same room as the ghost, now that they knew it wasn’t actually the scene of the murder.  
 
    Emily went to bed feeling content. She loved knowing that all of the rooms above her were occupied with happy guests. It hadn’t been that way earlier in the week, despite the fact that someone had been staying in each room. This group of guests was far more warm and energetic, and the house simply felt different. Sage would have called it good vibes. 
 
    The next morning, Emily was just placing a tray of baked goods on the dining room sideboard when the couple from Jaxon’s room wandered in. As they both made a beeline for the carafe of coffee, they reported a perfectly peaceful night.  
 
    By nine o’clock, Emily had four guests still lingering over breakfast. The others had already headed into Oak Hill for antiques shopping. With such nice April weather, Emily figured her guests would be elbow-to-elbow with day-trippers who were after the same mix of junk and genuine antiques. 
 
    When Emily heard the front door squeak open, she got up from her desk to see if one of the couples had returned for some reason. Instead, she saw Trip standing there. “Oh! Good morning?” Emily was so startled that the greeting came out as a question instead. 
 
    “Good morning!” Trip said cheerfully. “I’m going to help myself to a cup of coffee, then I’ll get started on whatever you need.” 
 
    “But you’re not working today,” Emily said, confused. 
 
    “Yes, he is,” a voice said from somewhere behind Trip. Emily peered over his shoulder to see Sage coming up the porch steps, her bright green dress looking perfect for a spring day but clashing horribly with her pink hair. Sage gave Trip a little nudge so she could scoot past him into the house. “I called Trip to come watch things here so you and I can go to the hotel.” 
 
    Emily blinked. “First, I didn’t realize you two know each other. Second, we’re going to Mountain View? Did we make plans that I completely forgot about?” 
 
    Sage laughed and nudged Trip again. “I need coffee. Let’s go in the kitchen.” 
 
    “You must be psychic, because I was thinking the same thing,” Trip said, no hint of sarcasm in his voice. 
 
    Sage’s laugh was even louder this time as the three of them walked toward the kitchen. “You don’t know who I am, do you?” 
 
    “On the phone yesterday, you said you were a friend of Emily’s.”  
 
    “I am. I’m also the psychic medium who’s conducting the séance tonight. Believe it or not, though, I didn’t read your mind just now. I just need my coffee in the morning.” 
 
    Trip poured himself a cup before heading to the parlor to get to work while Emily and Sage settled in at the kitchen table. Trish had dropped off the baked goods for breakfast sometime Friday afternoon while Emily had been preparing for the reception, and she had thrown in a few of the day’s leftovers. Emily placed a basket full of Grainy Day biscuits on the table as she said simply, “Explain.” 
 
    “You and I both want to conduct a séance at that hotel,” Sage said innocently as she sliced open a biscuit and began smearing grape jelly onto it. “Yesterday, I called over here to tell you we’d do it this morning, but your new assistant answered the phone. I asked him to cover for you today.” 
 
    Emily’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “A séance in the daytime? I know we’ve done them before, but it’s rare.” 
 
    “You’ve had three paranormal experiences at that place. The ghost who spoke to you in the hallway, the sounds that led you to the body, and the strange symbols in the dust. All three of those were in the middle of the day. If this ghost doesn’t care about time or daylight, then neither should we.” 
 
    “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but aren’t your clients going to be upset that you’ve closed your shop on a Saturday?” 
 
    Sage averted her gaze, and Emily was surprised to see a blush creeping over her cheeks. “Well,” Sage said, then stopped to take a big bite of biscuit. 
 
    Emily propped her elbow on the table and rested her chin in her hand, looking pointedly at Sage. “Well?” 
 
    Sage chewed slowly. Finally, she swallowed and said evenly, “Your murders have been great for my business. Even though the news coverage about Kelly Stern didn’t talk about her ghost, word is still out about the strange encounters we had with her. And, of course, everyone is talking about how a ghost led you to the dead guy.”  
 
    Emily raised her eyebrows. “He had a name.” 
 
    Sage waved a hand. “Yeah, but I keep forgetting his first name, and his last name is too long to say, so I’m going with ‘dead guy.’ Anyway, I’ve gotten so many new clients in the past couple of weeks that I’m about to start a waitlist. My name is attached to yours because of the Spirited Saturday Nights, so suddenly I’m the second-most famous person in Oak Hill, right after you. When I called the clients who had appointments for today, they were thrilled when I told them why I had to reschedule, and every single one of them made me promise to share details of the séance.” 
 
    Emily was both amused and mildly horrified as she said, “So the murders are marketing opportunities for you. You should tell Kelly that tonight. She’ll be happy to know she’s helping you get more business.” 
 
    “I will! But first, we’ve got your mystery friend at the hotel to deal with.” 
 
    Once they had finished their coffee and biscuits, the two women climbed into Emily’s car and made the drive to the hotel. She was surprised to see a police car in the parking lot. 
 
    As Emily got out of her car, she heard the sound of someone walking toward her. She turned and saw Roger, his single raised eyebrow asking his unarticulated question. 
 
    “Hi, Roger. I mean, Officer Newton,” Emily said, trying to give him her brightest smile. 
 
    It didn’t work. Roger just continued to look at her, and he crossed his arms over his wide chest. 
 
    “Sage and I were hoping to do a séance here this morning,” Emily continued. “We thought we should try to communicate with the ghost that led me up to the room where Knight-MacGinn was shot.” 
 
    Roger heaved a long-suffering sigh. “You and your ghosts, Miss Emily. I’m out here to keep lookie-loos from going in, and I’m pretty sure talking to ghosts isn’t an adequate reason to enter a crime scene.” 
 
    “I delivered lunch out here on Thursday,” Emily said lamely. “No one was keeping people out then.” 
 
    “That was before every teenager in town decided they wanted to sneak out here. I’ve run off five carloads of them in the past two hours.” 
 
    “We’re not teenagers coming out here to scare ourselves silly. We’ll be quick, and we won’t even go farther than the lobby.” 
 
    Roger was giving Emily a look that she had seen on his face before. It was like a father looking at his child, resigned to the fact that they were going to cause trouble no matter how hard he tried to keep them in line. “Fine. Only the lobby. Don’t touch anything.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Emily swept past Roger before he could change his mind, with Sage following along in her wake, her neck craned up to gaze at the building. 
 
    “I haven’t been here since my junior year of high school,” Sage said appreciatively. “It’s way more impressive in the daylight.” 
 
    “I thought the same thing. It’s funny that we came out here as teenagers to scare ourselves, but it’s only as adults, out here in broad daylight, that the spooky stuff actually happens.” 
 
    Emily still felt some reluctance about stepping over the threshold into the lobby, but she hadn’t expected Sage to feel the same way. Emily was already a few feet inside before she realized Sage was no longer behind her. She turned and saw Sage standing in the doorway like there was an invisible barrier there. Her breath huffed out in a short, “Oh!” 
 
    “Sage?” 
 
    “I don’t think we need to do a séance. They want to talk so badly that they’re practically yelling at me.” 
 
    Emily gazed around the lobby, feeling a tinge of fear creep over her. “They?” 
 
    Sage nodded and took one tentative step inside. Her breathing was labored, and she dropped her bag of séance tools to clap both hands over her ears. “Three of them!” She shouted the words, and Emily knew Sage was trying to talk over the clamor she was hearing inside her mind. 
 
    “Owners… they were all owners of this property…” Sage was still shouting as she tried to sort out whatever the ghosts were telling her. Her face registered shock as her voice dropped to an ominous whisper and she began to speak as if she were actually one of the ghosts. “I was murdered, just like the rest of them! It’s not a curse. It’s murder!” 
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    Now Sage’s eyes were squeezed tightly shut. She was silent for a few moments, then she said in a commanding voice, “Stop talking all at once! I will listen to you one at a time.” She opened her eyes and looked around, then said in a kinder tone, “Thank you.” 
 
    Emily was looking around, too, trying to figure out how her own paranormal experiences at the hotel fit into what Sage had just channeled. “The ghosts were all owners of this property, and they were all murdered,” Emily said slowly. Suddenly, she gasped. “And Jaxon was an owner, and he was murdered, too. That means David might be in danger! The other investor!” 
 
    Sage finally started walking again, seeming more confident now that the ghosts weren’t trying so hard to get her attention. She turned a full circle once she reached the middle of the lobby, then said thoughtfully, “You said Knight-MacGinn was being blackmailed, though, so his story might be a little different.” 
 
    “Maybe these three owners were blackmailed, too.” 
 
    Sage closed her eyes again. “One of you can speak,” she said firmly. “Were you blackmailed before you were killed?” 
 
    Sage raised a hand toward the empty air. “I understand. Thank you.” She opened her eyes and turned to Emily. “One of them says they were threatened, so maybe this latest murder does fit the pattern.” 
 
    “Threatened and murdered by whom? I wonder if the same person killed all four of them.” 
 
    Sage closed her eyes again, and Emily could see her lips moving as she asked questions of the ghosts. She shook her head a few times, then finally said, “Please be more specific.”  
 
    Eventually, Sage shook her head one final time and said, “It’s not clear if it was the same killer or not. One of the ghosts says yes, but two of them say otherwise. They all keep saying the same word, though: owner.” 
 
    “That’s cryptic,” Emily said. “Are they referring to themselves? Do they mean David, since he’s the sole living owner of this property now? I think we should warn him, Sage.” 
 
    “What are you going to do? Call him and tell him he’s in danger of being killed, and we know that because a few ghosts told us so? I never met the man, but I’m betting he’ll think you’re crazy.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Emily conceded, but she pressed on doggedly. “We can call him and ask if he’s being blackmailed or threatened in some way. There’s physical evidence suggesting Jaxon was being blackmailed, so we don’t have to tell him we got our suggestion from a ghost.” 
 
    “Em, I appreciate that you’re worried about the guy, but don’t you think the police have already thought of that? Chances are they asked the same questions already. If you called him about it, you might just be making him unnecessarily paranoid.” 
 
    “You’re right again. So, what now?” 
 
    “I’m going to keep trying, and you’re going to help me. Roger told us not to leave the lobby, so we can’t go down that hallway—” 
 
    “I don’t want to go down it, anyway,” Emily interrupted. “Not after what happened before.” 
 
    “But we can go stand right in front of the entrance to it,” Sage continued. “Whichever one of the ghosts led you down there, it wasn’t just to scare you. The ghost said ‘see’ to you, but see what? Maybe we can find out now.” 
 
    Emily didn’t like the idea of standing in the yawning archway that led to the hallway. Even that seemed too close for comfort, but she reluctantly agreed. After all, coming here with Sage had been her idea, and she was anxious to know what the ghosts could tell her about Jaxon’s murder.  
 
    The air in the hallway was noticeably cooler compared to the lobby, and it wafted over them in a soft breeze. Emily shivered slightly, and she wasn’t sure if it was from the chill or her fear.  
 
    Sage faced the hallway and said loudly, “We’re here. What did you want Emily to see?” 
 
    “No, we’re staying right here, thank you,” Sage said a moment later. “You can show me in my mind.” 
 
    The air turned even colder, and Emily thought the hallway was growing darker. She squinted into the void. Yes, it was definitely getting darker, as if the shadows were becoming thicker so that no light could penetrate them. Just a few yards beyond where she and Sage stood, it was like a black wall had been built across the width of the hallway. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Emily asked quietly. 
 
    Sage looked frustrated. “I’m not sure. Maybe you should try talking to them.” 
 
    “Um, owners? One of you wanted me to see something the other day. Something in this hallway. What was it?” 
 
    “Good,” Sage encouraged. “They’re paying attention.” 
 
    “Can you please show my friend what you wanted me to see? We want to help you, if we can.” Actually, it was the first time Emily had thought about trying to help the ghosts instead of asking them to help her, but it seemed like a fair offer to make. 
 
    “Not here.” The lines between Sage’s eyebrows deepened. “What does that mean?” 
 
    Emily repeated the question, staring down the hallway and still straining to see something.  
 
    Suddenly, the same voice she had heard on Tuesday croaked quietly in her ear, “See them.” 
 
    Emily yelped and jumped backward. As she did, the hallway became less dim, returning to its usual level of darkness. “I heard it, too,” Sage said, “though, it was directed at you. See what? Or whom? And where do we go to see them?” 
 
    A tapping sound, much like the ones that had led Emily to Jaxon’s body, sounded far down the hallway. “I think they want us to go down there,” she said slowly.  
 
    Sage looked over her shoulder toward the front door. “Well, I guess Roger won’t arrest us if we break the rules a little bit.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go.” 
 
    Sage’s voice was sympathetic. “I’ll be right by your side. Come on.” 
 
    Slowly, feeling her heartbeat rise in anticipation, Emily began walking forward. Sage’s presence gave her a bit of courage, but walking down that hallway again went against Emily’s better instincts. 
 
    Neither one of them heard the tapping sound again, and the darkness didn’t return. They reached the end of the long hallway, and nothing at all had happened. Sage leaned against the door that led outside. “I don’t get it. Did we miss something?” She gave a loud yelp as the door opened, and she was thrown off-balance. She flailed her arms and just barely kept herself upright. As the sunlight streamed in, she blinked in its brightness and said with a shrug, “I just assumed it was locked.” 
 
    Sage shut the door and the two of them returned to the lobby, still walking slowly to see if the ghosts were giving any indication of what they were trying to communicate, but again, nothing happened. 
 
    “They’re done for now,” Sage said, sounding even more frustrated than before. “We’ll have to come back and try again, when they’ve had a chance to recover their energy.” 
 
    “And when you’ve had a chance to recover yours.” Emily knew communicating with ghosts could sometimes be exhausting for Sage, and she very much hoped her best friend would have her hands full at the séance that night. If the ghosts of Mountain View Manor wouldn’t give up their secrets, then maybe the ghost of Jaxon Knight-MacGinn would. 
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    Sage went home to rest after she and Emily returned from the hotel. Trip reported that it had been a fairly quiet morning so far: all of the guests were out, and the phone hadn’t been ringing quite as much as the past couple of days. As if to counter his claim, heavy pacing sounded from Jaxon’s room right as Trip finished speaking. “Well, quiet except for some of that,” he amended with a little sigh. 
 
    “You can head home, you know,” Emily said. “I think Sage had hoped we’d be at the hotel for a lot longer. The ghosts there really wanted to talk, but they seem to be having a tough time with it.” 
 
    Trip agreed enthusiastically, saying he had a few things he wanted to do around town, but he promised to be back that evening to help with the séance.  
 
    That left Emily with Eternal Rest to herself, at least for a while. She made a sandwich with a leftover croissant from breakfast, then settled onto the parlor sofa with a book. Reservation requests could wait until later, as far as Emily was concerned. 
 
    She was asleep in ten minutes.  
 
    It wasn’t until she heard the doorbell that Emily woke up, instantly alert. Her neck had been at an odd angle against the back of the sofa, and it protested as she stood and hurried to the door. 
 
    It was Trish with the baked goods for Sunday morning’s breakfast. Emily yawned as she said, “Wow, you’re early today.” 
 
    “Am I?” Trish glanced down at her watch. “Nope, same time as always.” She thrust her wrist toward Emily’s face to show her the time.  
 
    “I didn’t realize it was so late in the day already.” Emily glanced self-consciously down at her rumpled shirt and ran her fingers through her ponytail. She had obviously been far more tired than she thought if she had slept all afternoon.  
 
    “What’s the latest?” Trish asked, oblivious to Emily’s state. “I wanted to ask yesterday, but your new guy answered the door, and he said you were really busy.” 
 
    Emily gave Trish a lopsided smile. “I’m sure you’ve heard all the juicy bits by now. I think Jaxon Knight-MacGinn is haunting my house, so hopefully Sage can communicate with him tonight.” 
 
    “Ooh, what kind of stuff is his ghost doing?” Trish was bouncing on the balls of her feet in excitement. 
 
    Emily filled her in, and when Trish finally felt satisfied she had gotten every detail, she gave Emily a wink and a wave. “I’ll catch up with you later!” 
 
    Trish’s energetic personality had helped Emily wake up completely, which she was grateful for as her guests began to return to Eternal Rest.  
 
    That evening, Sage and Trip both arrived for the séance. Sage began to set up her tools in the middle of the dining room table while Emily drew all of the curtains. Even though the séance wasn’t supposed to start until eight o’clock, everyone was seated and eager to get started fifteen minutes early. 
 
    Emily loved joining in on these weekends, but usually Eternal Rest was completely booked whenever a Spirited Saturday Night was scheduled, which meant there wasn’t room for her around the table. Since she was the only one present with a connection to Jaxon, though, she grabbed one of the kitchen table chairs and hauled it to the dining room, squeezing in at the end of the table nearest the doorway. Trip had seemed a little reluctant to join the séance when Emily had asked him, and she knew that for some people, there was a big difference between simply being in a haunted house and actively trying to communicate with the ghosts. He brought a kitchen chair in for himself, setting it up just behind Emily. She wasn’t sure if he had positioned himself that way because the table was already so crowded or because he was using her as a barrier between himself and the ghosts. 
 
    Sage looked around at everyone with a wide smile. “I see you’re all eager to get started with the séance! I know Emily already told you about the most recent ghost at Eternal Rest, and we will be focusing our efforts on communicating with him. It’s possible that we’re all going to help solve a murder tonight!” 
 
    The room buzzed as the guests shifted in their seats with anticipation and whispered excitedly to each other. Sage always liked to put guests at ease before beginning, so she continued, “Remember, you’re not in danger tonight. You can expect to hear some noises, like knocking, and I’ll channel any messages that come through. Trip, can you get the lights, please?” 
 
    As the room fell into darkness, it took a moment for Emily’s eyes to adjust to the dim light offered by the candle. She could still feel the shifting of the others at the table, and she realized she was bouncing one leg nervously. Spirited Saturday Night séances were supposed to be just for fun, and being on a fact-finding mission this time made it seem a lot more serious.  
 
    Sage’s voice dropped to a lower register, and her words had an even, almost monotone sound as she spoke again. “Greetings, ghosts of Eternal Rest. We would like to invite all of you to join us this evening. And I do mean all of you. Jaxon Knight-MacGinn, are you here with us?” 
 
    All movement around the table ceased as everyone froze, listening carefully.  
 
    “Is anyone else here with us?” Sage asked. 
 
    There was a knock on the wall behind Sage. 
 
    “Mrs. Thompson?” 
 
    Emily’s former assistant gave one knock to confirm it was her.  
 
    “Mrs. Thompson, is our guest Jaxon Knight-MacGinn still here?” 
 
    Mrs. Thompson didn’t have a chance to answer the question, because at that moment, footsteps began pounding their way down the stairs. The dining room door was shut, and the footsteps stopped just outside the door. 
 
    “Trip, since you’re the closest to the door, would you please open it?” Sage asked sweetly. 
 
    Trip complied, though he did so slowly, clearly uncomfortable with the idea of opening doors for ghosts. 
 
    “Come in, Mr. Knight-MacGinn,” Sage called. “Come talk to me. You’ve been stomping around this house for two days, so you must have something you want to say.” 
 
    The air grew cold behind Emily, and she heard Trip’s sharp intake of breath. Since he was the closest to the door, that meant he was also the closest to the ghost, and Emily knew he must be sitting right in the middle of the cold spot the ghost was causing.  
 
    The temperature around Emily began to feel normal again, just as she heard the woman sitting next to Sage say, “Oh, it’s freezing!” Good, Jaxon is making a beeline for Sage. Time to get some answers. 
 
    Sage muttered something too quietly for Emily to hear, and she assumed Sage was instructing Jaxon how to channel his thoughts and messages through her. Everything was quiet for a moment, and Sage’s face glowed in the candlelight as she concentrated. Her eyes suddenly snapped open, and she made an annoyed sound. “Seriously?” She leaned forward and turned her face toward Emily. “He says, ‘She called me a jerk.’” 
 
    Emily burst out laughing. While Sage was annoyed that Jaxon’s ghost had arrived just to pick up his line of complaining from Wednesday night, she found it funny, as well as perfectly on-point for his style. If she had harbored any doubts that this was Jaxon’s ghost, then they were completely dissolved now. 
 
    Sage’s arm twitched, and she looked surprised as she picked up her pencil and began writing furiously on one of the sheets of paper. Since she was silent, Emily quietly told the guests, “Sage is doing what’s called automatic writing, where a ghost is channeling its message through Sage’s hand. It’s probably Kelly Stern.” 
 
    When Sage’s hand slowed to a stop, she sighed heavily and sat back. She picked up the paper and read, “Because he is one!” 
 
    Emily laughed again, and Sage shot her a sharp look. “We aren’t here to facilitate an argument between these two!” Sage turned her head to the space in the middle of the table. “You two need to knock it off! You can take it up with each other later, but right now we want to talk to you, Knight-MacGinn. We want to know who killed you.” 
 
    The room fell quiet, and Sage continued to sound like she was reaching the end of her patience. “Oh, great, now he’s sulking.” 
 
    Sage closed her eyes again, and her lips moved softly. Eventually, she began to shake her head slowly. “Calm down. Try to focus,” she said softly. “What more can you show me?” 
 
    After a much longer pause, Sage sighed. The disappointment in her voice was clear as she said, “Thank you.” She opened her eyes and looked thoughtfully at Emily. “He’s so angry that I think he’s having a hard time communicating. It’s like he’s pushing all this energy toward me, but it’s a jumbled mess because he’s so upset. At least I got a few clear pieces of information from him.” 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “He showed me a duffel bag full of money.” 
 
    “A-ha! I knew it!” Emily pumped a fist. “He was being blackmailed, and he had me buy that bag so he could stuff it with cash!” 
 
    “He also showed me headstones.” 
 
    That was not what Emily had been expecting. “Did something happen to him over at the cemetery?” 
 
    Sage was shaking her head. “I don’t think so. They were overgrown with weeds and vines, like the cemetery was abandoned. Is there one out there on the hotel property?” 
 
    “It’s possible, I suppose.” 
 
    “I have no idea what some old graves have to do with Knight-MacGinn’s murder, but I think we need to do some exploring tomorrow.” 
 
    Before Emily could agree, the guests began talking excitedly, with a few of them volunteering to join the search party for the cemetery. Emily raised her hands to quiet them. “I’m sorry, but the hotel is private property. We really can’t take anyone out there with us. The police are guarding it, but they’ve given us permission to be there.” 
 
    Kind of, Emily amended to herself. Roger had given them permission to go inside the lobby one time, but he hadn’t specified that they couldn’t go back. Besides, Roger is just guarding the building itself, not the grounds. Right?  
 
    “Right,” Sage said. “I’m sure Emily will be happy to tell everyone what we find.” 
 
    Sage tried to contact Jaxon a few more times, but other than some more angry footsteps in the upstairs hallway, he remained sullenly silent for the rest of the evening. Since he refused to cooperate, Sage turned her attention to the other ghosts of Eternal Rest, and both Mrs. Thompson and Kelly were happy enough to communicate. By the end of an hour, Emily had eight very satisfied guests. 
 
    Just before closing the séance, Sage surprised Emily by saying, “Kelly, I have a question for you. I’m going to ask it in my head, not out loud, so I need you to focus. And I don’t want you to write the answer through my pencil. Instead, I want you to show Emily the answer in a dream. Ready?” Sage’s eyes focused on a spot somewhere on the far wall, and the muscles in her face relaxed. She looked transfixed, and it was the expression Sage often made when trying to communicate with a ghost. Emily bit her lip nervously. She wasn’t a fan of the kinds of dreams Kelly had shown her in the past, and she was anxious to know what Sage was trying to get Kelly to show her now. 
 
    The guests’ heads were swiveling between Sage and Emily, but they all remained silent until Sage refocused her eyes on the guests around her and smiled happily. She announced to the ghosts that everyone there was grateful for their willingness to participate and began to pack up her séance tools. Several of the guests asked what Sage wanted Kelly to show Emily in a dream, but Sage refused to answer. When they asked Emily, she could only shrug her shoulders and say that she was as curious as they were. 
 
    Normally, Sage and Emily would celebrate another successful séance with a glass of wine, but Sage declined the offer, saying they should go to Mountain View early the next morning, and she needed plenty of rest beforehand. She was clearly eager to figure out how the vision of the cemetery figured into the murder. Before heading home, Trip agreed to come in yet again to cover for Emily, and as the last of the guests drifted upstairs, Emily and Sage walked together onto the front porch. 
 
    “It has something to do with Scott, doesn’t it?” Emily said under her breath, even though there was no way they could be overheard. 
 
    “Of course. If your hunch is right that the ‘he’s here’ message Kelly wrote to you a few weeks ago is about Scott, it means she can sense his presence somehow, even though I can’t. I want to know how she perceives him, because it might help us figure out what’s preventing him from reaching either one of us.” 
 
    Emily’s mouth worked for a moment before she finally whispered, “I’m scared of what I might see, Sage.” 
 
    “I know. It might not be a pleasant vision, but it could help us.” Sage took Emily’s hand and squeezed her fingers reassuringly. “It could help Scott. Remember that: we’re doing this for him.” 
 
    Emily returned the squeeze. “I know. Thanks, Sage.” 
 
    Before bed, Emily called Reed and invited him to join them the next morning. Since he was the knowledgeable one about historic cemeteries, he might be able to help them track down the right spot.  
 
    Emily went to sleep, feeling like the next day was going to be a big one. As she slowly drifted off, though, her thoughts were more focused on the night ahead. She murmured a plea to Kelly to be as clear and detailed as possible, and her last conscious thoughts were of Scott’s green eyes and wide smile. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
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    If Kelly shared a dream with Emily that night, then she didn’t remember it. She woke up with her alarm clock and instantly felt a wave of disappointment sweep through her. Either Kelly hadn’t understood Sage’s request, or she hadn’t been able to comply for some reason. 
 
    Reed and Sage arrived at Eternal Rest at the same time. Emily had just put breakfast on the sideboard in the dining room, and on her way back to the kitchen, she heard their quiet knock on the back door. She waved them into the kitchen and shut the door softly. “Good morning,” she said, keeping her voice low. “No one has come down yet, though I’ve heard a few creaks from the floorboards, so at least a few folks are up and moving.” 
 
    “Did Knight-MacGinn thunder around the house last night?” Sage asked. 
 
    “Nope. I didn’t hear a peep from him.” 
 
    “Hmm,” was all Sage answered. “And Kelly?” 
 
    “Not a peep from her, either. I can’t imagine why not.” 
 
    “Remember what I said yesterday: sometimes, ghosts have a hard time with channeling, and the message doesn’t come through well. Maybe Kelly is afraid of sending a message that’s not entirely clear or, worse, misleading. I’m sure she knows how much Scott means to you. Want me to talk to her right now?” 
 
    “I’d rather wait until later, when the house is empty.” 
 
    Emily had kept enough of Trish’s delivery for the three of them, and while they ate a quick breakfast there in the kitchen, they caught Reed up on everything that had been happening. He could only shake his head in amazement.  
 
    Trip arrived at eight o’clock, and by that time all but one couple had come down for breakfast. Emily gave them a wave and the promise of a full report as she, Sage, and Reed headed out the door.  
 
    Reed had never been to Mountain View, and he was as impressed by it as Emily. “I just don’t understand why there would be a cemetery at an old hotel,” Emily said to him as they climbed out of her car. 
 
    “It’s probably an old family cemetery that was here long before the building.” 
 
    “I wonder if David knows about it. His family used to own this land.” Emily also wondered if David was still in danger. She was still tempted to call and warn him, but she knew Sage’s advice against it was right.  
 
    There was no police car in the parking lot this morning, but there was a pickup truck parked there. Emily assumed whatever police officer was assigned to guard duty that morning had simply driven there in their own vehicle. Her thoughts quickly turned to the cemetery. “Where do we start?” she asked Reed.  
 
    “Ordinarily, I would say we should start at the highest point, but this hotel is on it,” Reed said thoughtfully. He turned a slow circle as he surveyed the area. “Otherwise, we should look for a relatively large, fairly even patch of land. You’re not going to find graves on the steeper areas.” 
 
    Emily heard a small rustling noise, and she turned to see Jay from The Depot walking toward them along the path that connected the parking lot and the hotel. He had a plastic bag in his hand. He stopped short when he caught sight of them, and he gave them a thin smile as he began walking again. “Hi, there,” he said cautiously. “What brings you three out here so early?” 
 
    “We’re trying to figure out who killed Knight-MacGinn,” Sage said matter-of-factly. “You?” 
 
    It took Emily a moment to realize Sage was simply asking Jay what he was doing out there, instead of asking him if he was the murderer. By the shocked look on Jay’s face, he had made the same mistake.  
 
    “Me? Oh, well, I thought I’d bring breakfast out for the cop on duty. They’re supposed to be watching the place.” Jay ran a hand through his thinning hair. “I couldn’t find anyone, though.” 
 
    “Did you go inside the hotel?” Emily was looking at Jay keenly, and again he seemed to think it was an accusation. 
 
    “Of course. I looked around for someone before finally giving up.” 
 
    Emily had a different reason for asking, and she said a little more gently, “Did anything happen? As in, something you can’t explain?” 
 
    Relief flooded Jay’s face and his shoulders relaxed. “Ah, I see. You’re wondering if there are ghosts out here. Not every cool old building is haunted like yours, you know.” 
 
    Emily smiled. “Actually, this place is haunted, but it seems like the ghosts only come out to play if I’m around.” Her smile gradually turned into a frown. “Why would that be?” 
 
    “I told you,” Sage said. “You’re beginning to develop your mediumship skills. The ghosts recognize that, so they’re focusing their energy on you, rather than on skeptics like Officer Newton or the investors.” 
 
    Jay listened to the conversation, his eyebrows raised. Apparently, he was a bit of a skeptic himself. Emily suddenly felt the need to smooth things over with him, even though she hadn’t done anything offensive. “It was nice of you to bring breakfast. Too bad you came all the way out here for nothing.” 
 
    Jay held out the bag. “Do you three want to split it?” 
 
    “No, thanks, we ate before we came. I’m sure we’ll see you soon at The Depot.” Emily smiled again, but she had a hard time shaking the unsettled feeling that had crept over her. As she had told Jay, she appreciated his thoughtfulness, but something about it also seemed strangely suspicious. Jay must have also noticed that the parking lot was empty when he pulled in, so for him to still look around the property for someone seemed odd. 
 
    As Jay climbed into his truck and drove away, waving to them as he pulled out of the parking lot, Sage commented, “It seems a little strange, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Emily agreed. 
 
    “Mine, too, but just think what must be going through Jay’s head right now,” Reed said. “If we think him being out here seems suspicious, he’s probably thinking the same thing about us. I know he’s more of a suspect than you are, Emily, but your name is still floating around town as someone who had a problem with the deceased.” 
 
    Emily sighed. Reed had a point, and she wondered how many diners at The Depot would know about their search party by lunchtime.  
 
    Reed continued, “Maybe he thought bringing free food to the police would make them a little less suspicious of him. He wasn’t out here to be nice, but to make himself look good.” 
 
    Sage rolled her eyes impatiently. “Or he was out here for some sinister reason, but we’re not going to get any answers by standing here in the parking lot. Reed?” 
 
    “Let’s walk a circle around the property and see if we spot any likely areas for a cemetery.” 
 
    The three of them set out, making a counter-clockwise circuit of the hotel, but they found no headstones and no areas that looked like they might be home to a few graves. So much of the property was overgrown that it was hard to really get a sense of the land, anyway. 
 
    As they completed their lap and stood in the parking lot once again, Emily caught herself chewing on a fingernail absently. “I hate to say it,” she began. 
 
    Sage was already walking in the direction of the hotel entrance. “You don’t need to. We’re going back to the hallway!” 
 
    The sight of the hallway still gave Emily the creeps, but it felt a little less daunting this time. The three of them stood in front of its entrance, and Sage’s eyelids drooped. She stared straight down the hallway as she focused on sensing the ghosts. Eventually, she stirred and said, “Whatever it is, it’s down there.” 
 
    The three of them dove in, and as they progressed Emily glanced back and saw that same dense darkness again, completely blocking the view of the lobby beyond. She elbowed Sage, who just said, “I know. It wants us to keep moving forward.” 
 
    The darkness between them and the lobby seemed to progress at the same rate they did, pressing them forward. The ghosts were giving them only one choice: to keep walking in a straight line.  
 
    And then, quite unexpectedly, they were at the end of the hallway. No other paranormal activity had happened. Emily hadn’t heard any voices, and Sage hadn’t received any channeled messages. “So…” Emily said hesitantly, “do they want us to keep going?” 
 
    As if in answer, the darkness pressed even closer, and Emily could feel it like a physical presence crowding against her back. She even imagined she could feel a light tug on the end of her ponytail. “Okay!” Emily said, a tinge of fear in her voice. “We’re going!” She pushed open the door, and the three of them walked outside. As they stood there blinking in the sunshine, Reed gasped, and Emily turned toward him anxiously. “What? Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Relax.” He pointed straight ahead. “I think the ghosts do want us to keep going straight, not just out this door but into the woods. We didn’t spot it on our lap of the building, because it’s nearly hidden by all the underbrush, but there used to be a path here. If you look beyond the tree line, you can see part of it leading farther inside the woods.” 
 
    The three of them looked at each other, and even though none of them bothered to speak, Emily knew they were all thinking the same thing: the ghosts had led them to the cemetery.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Emily said. Now that they were out of the stifling confines of the hallway, she felt a lot more willing to follow the lead of the former owners’ ghosts. She walked forward confidently until she reached the edge of the forested area. Thick brambles barred the way to the remains of the path beyond.  
 
    “Here,” Reed said. He had moved farther away and was already stepping carefully onto a tangle of weeds. “Be careful where you step, and try to stay in my tracks.” 
 
    Emily and Sage did as instructed, and except for one stray thorn that found its way through the left leg of Emily’s jeans and into her ankle, she managed to get through the underbrush without hassle. She wiped a few stray plant bits off her jeans and raised her head. The path led straight ahead between the pine trees. It was overgrown from decades of disuse, but it was still easy to distinguish now that they were standing on it. 
 
    Walking was slow going, since they still had to be careful not to step down on any thorns or unstable piles of brush. A short way along the path, Reed jumped back with a yell. “I’m okay,” he said immediately, putting up a hand to ward off Emily’s anxious enquiries. “I’m okay, but I just stepped on a dead animal. Luckily, there’s not much of it left.” 
 
    “Eww,” was Sage’s only response, while Emily simply made a wide berth around the spot, averting her eyes so she didn’t have to see it. Instead, she stepped right onto a hill of fire ants. Now, it was her turn to yell. She hopped up and down on the ant-free foot while she shook the other, trying to fling off any that had latched onto her shoe. Luckily, when Emily stopped to take a look, she didn’t see any sign of hitchhiking ants. Her reflexes had been fast enough to keep her from harm. 
 
    After that, the going was slower as everyone looked even more closely at the ground before stepping. It felt like they had been walking for a long time, yet when Emily turned around, the pink stucco of the old hotel was still easy to see between the brown trunks of the pines.  
 
    Reed continued to lead the way, and they were probably a quarter of a mile away from the hotel before he finally stopped. As Emily and Sage came up to flank him, he simply waved his arm in front of him, like a game show host showing off a prize. 
 
    And to Emily, it was a prize that she was looking at. They had clearly found the cemetery, even though only a few headstones were visible. The stones were chipped and covered in lichen, but they were impossible to mistake. Emily began to rush forward to inspect the nearest stone, but Reed’s arm shot out to block her way. “Careful,” he cautioned. “The ground is going to be even more dangerous here.” 
 
    Of course, Emily chided herself. These were old graves, and the occupants buried below had probably been interred in wooden coffins. Both the bodies and the coffins would have rotted long ago, collapsing downward and creating something like a sinkhole on the surface above.  
 
    Carefully, Emily picked her way to the headstone. She reached down and gently pulled away leaves and stray branches that had piled up around it, and even though she could see that words had been carved into the stone, she couldn’t read any of them. The long years of weathering the stone had endured had softened the once-sharp channels of lettering. Emily wiped at some of the lichen growing over the inscription, but it clung to the stone stubbornly. 
 
    “I can’t read anything,” Emily said, not able to keep a pouting tone out of her voice. 
 
    “I can read the word born on this one, but that’s it,” Sage said. She was standing in front of the stone next to Emily, bent at the waist with her eyes just a few inches from the headstone.  
 
    Reed just stood there, observing them, his arms crossed and a little smile on his face like he was incredibly entertained by the scene. Finally, with a short laugh, he said, “There’s a much easier way.” He stepped closer to Sage as he pulled a compact flashlight out of his pocket. He waved it in the air like a magic wand as he said, “I thought we might need it today.” 
 
    “But it’s daylight,” Emily said. 
 
    “Yes, but we don’t need light as much as we need shadows.” Reed clicked on the flashlight, which had an extremely bright beam. Instead of pointing it at the headstone, though, Reed held it to the side of the stone, so that the light shone across the surface at a near parallel angle.  
 
    Suddenly, the contrast between the surface of the headstone and the carved letters stood out much more strongly, and Emily and Sage both gasped in unison. Reed laughed again. “It’s how we read old stones we’re trying to restore at Hilltop, Emily. I’m surprised you didn’t know. The only problem is, it’s easier to read the inscription when you’re standing right in front of it. Sage, you read while I keep the flashlight on it.” 
 
    Sage stood up straight now and took several steps back. “‘Adam Franklin Neal, born in Atlanta, December 12, 1815, died in Oak Hill, August 3, 1859. The son has been called home.’” 
 
    “Neal!” Emily’s eyes were shining with excitement. “The other investor’s name is David Neal. We already knew his family used to own this property, but it’s interesting to see proof of it.” 
 
    “Do you think he killed his business partner so he could get the land back into family hands?” Reed asked. 
 
    “Sage and I discussed that, but the security cameras from Eternal Rest show that Jaxon is the only one who left the house the night he was killed. Besides, even though David didn’t seem all that broken up about Jaxon’s murder, he never gave me ‘vengeful killer’ vibes.” 
 
    Sage snorted. “Neither did Mr. Williams.” 
 
    “Okay, good point. Maybe I’m not the best judge of character.” 
 
    Emily’s cell phone rang at that moment, and she picked it up to hear a deep male voice, the words choppy as her phone fought to find a signal. “Miss… here again? I… told you… standing… your car…” 
 
    Emily closed the phone and looked at the others. Only one person ever called her “Miss,” and even though she had caught just a few words, she could hear the anger in them. “Officer Newton is in the parking lot. I think we’re in trouble.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
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    Emily apologized to Roger for about three minutes before he finally interrupted her. “It’s okay. You’re acting like I’m going to arrest you or something.” 
 
    Sage put her arm around Emily’s shoulders and gave Roger a conspiratorial look. “Emily doesn’t like getting into trouble,” she said. “She’s the good one in this group.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Reed said. “Officer Newton, we were out here looking for a cemetery that we believed was located on the land, and we were fortunate enough to find it. I’m actually going to bring it up with the city to see if we can give it protected status as a site of historic worth. Some of the earliest residents of Oak Hill are buried there.” 
 
    Roger’s face went from anger to interest in a heartbeat. “Really? I had no idea hotels had cemeteries.” 
 
    “This land used to belong to the Neal family,” Reed answered pointedly, “as in David Neal, one of the investors of the hotel.” 
 
    “A coincidence, probably.” 
 
    “No,” Emily spoke up. “David mentioned that his family owned this property years ago. Didn’t he tell the police that when he went in for his interview after the murder?” 
 
    Roger was frowning, and he simply shook his head. He stared at a point on the ground in concentration, and he began to shift his weight uncomfortably. Finally, he said, “Interesting. I’ll pass that information along. In the meantime, you three go home. Reed, I’m sure the city will be interested in your project, but maybe you should wait until things here have calmed down a bit before you start cordoning off any graves.” Roger’s tone was polite, but Emily could clearly hear the warning behind it. Reed was well-respected in Oak Hill, but poking around Mountain View so soon after Jaxon’s murder seemed a little suspicious, as far as Roger was concerned. 
 
    Of course it did, Emily realized. Reed had smoothly come up with a lie about why they were out there looking for a cemetery, but this was the second time in two days that Roger had caught her out there searching for answers to who murdered Jaxon. She should be less worried about Reed’s reputation and more worried about her own. 
 
    “It’s a shame you missed Jay. He brought some breakfast out here for whomever was on duty,” Emily said, trying to change the subject.  
 
    Roger gave her a tight smile. “We passed each other as he was on his way back to The Depot, and he flagged me down. I’ve got waffles waiting for me as soon as y’all clear out.” 
 
    “On our way.” Emily sidestepped Roger and hustled to her car. By the time Sage and Reed had caught up to her, she already had the engine running.  
 
    Sage started laughing as Emily turned onto the road that led back to Oak Hill. “You really don’t like getting in trouble, do you? It’s amazing you ever had the nerve to sneak out here back when we were teenagers!” 
 
    Emily could feel herself blushing. “I didn’t used to mind so much. I guess I got old and boring.” 
 
    “Maybe you need a little more excitement and danger in your life,” Reed said offhandedly. 
 
    Emily threw him a look. “Do I need to remind you of everything that’s happened to me in the past month?” 
 
    “Okay, maybe you need a different kind of excitement and danger in your life,” Reed amended. 
 
    Emily drummed the steering wheel with her fingers. “I don’t get it. Those ghosts were fighting so hard to show us that cemetery, but why? We already know David’s family used to own the land.” 
 
    “Maybe they don’t know that we know,” Sage suggested. 
 
    “Maybe. Even so, why couldn’t they have simply given the name to you in a vision or a channeled message?” 
 
    “Remember, ghosts don’t always have good communication skills,” Sage answered. “Leading us to the headstones probably seemed easier.” 
 
    “I wish we could have seen the other headstones,” Emily mumbled. “Maybe we didn’t see what they wanted us to.” 
 
    “Sage and I took a quick look at the other two. You were already hot-footing it back to the parking lot, and we knew we wouldn’t get to come back if the police were kicking us out.” Reed chuckled. “There’s a scenario that hasn’t happened to me since my own teenage adventures. We used to sneak into the old Bowers mansion on Prospect Street, and there were a few nights that ended with us running out the back door because some neighbor called the cops on us.” 
 
    “Is it haunted?” Emily asked. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it is. There was one big bedroom that felt wrong, and it would always take every ounce of courage I had to walk in there. The new owners have completely restored the house, so hopefully all the changes have flushed out any lingering energy.” 
 
    Now it was Sage’s turn to laugh. “It hasn’t. They sleep in one of the smaller bedrooms. But if I tell you any more, I’ll be breaking my client confidentiality policy.” 
 
    “Back to our ghosts,” Emily broke in. “Reed, you said you two looked at the other stones. What did you see on them?” 
 
    “Inscriptions for two other members of the Neal family,” said Reed. “If their family owned this land, and it was a family plot, that’s no surprise.” 
 
    “It bothers me that the ghosts went to so much trouble for such a small piece of information.” 
 
    “If David is the murderer, then it wouldn’t be a small piece of information,” Sage pointed out. “Could he have hired someone to kill Knight-MacGinn for him?” 
 
    “Maybe, but that doesn’t explain the blackmail.” Emily thought for a moment. “Unless the person hired by David thought he’d try to make some extra money off the deal.” 
 
    “Or the money handoff was just an excuse to get Knight-MacGinn alone at the hotel in the middle of the night,” Reed suggested. 
 
    Emily was silent for the rest of the drive, still mulling over the idea that David could have played a role in the murder, even if he wasn’t the one to actually pull the trigger. It wasn’t the first time the suspicion had entered her head. Whether he had liked Jaxon or not, they were still business partners, and Emily still couldn’t understand how David had kept such a calm demeanor in the aftermath of the murder. 
 
    None of Emily’s guests had checked out yet. Two were on the front porch swing when she pulled into the driveway, and she found the group of four in the parlor. Trip was in the middle of giving them instructions on how to get to the Atlanta airport without hitting the usual traffic snarls. When the fourth couple returned from a walk in the cemetery, the house was once again full. Emily had little to fill her guests in on since they had found only three headstones and barely had any time to inspect them.  
 
    As Trip left to go home, he gave Emily a wink. “Just call me if you need me to fill in again before my regular work day on Tuesday. I’m happy to help.” Emily was certain he was: his first paycheck was going to be a lot higher than he could have anticipated, since she and Sage had both been calling him in to work extra hours. At least all the bookings she had lined up meant paying Trip wouldn’t be a problem at all. 
 
    Reed and Sage had stayed to eat an early lunch with Emily, and she suspected neither one of them wanted to leave her alone. In fact, Emily was quite happy about that. She enjoyed the lazy, satisfied feelings she was getting from her guests, as they chose to keep sitting around chatting rather than checking out and heading back to their homes. Having her two friends there only added to her contentment. It was a welcome reprieve from her fear for Scott’s ghost and the flood of questions in her mind about Jaxon’s murder. 
 
    Reed finally left after lunch, saying he was going to visit his ancestors’ plot in the cemetery before driving home, and then the group of four reluctantly announced they were leaving since they had a flight to catch in just a few hours. The other two couples left within half an hour of the first group, and suddenly the house that had been so full of life and lively chatter had only two living people under its roof. 
 
    “Finally!” Sage announced with some relief.  
 
    “What do you mean? I’m a little sad to see this group go. They were a good bunch of guests.” 
 
    “Agreed, but I’m ready to have a little heart-to-heart chat with Kelly. I’m going to sit in the parlor for it.” 
 
    Emily rose and cleared the plates from the table. By the time she had put them in the dishwasher, Sage had already disappeared down the hallway. When Emily joined her in the parlor and began to lower herself into one of the chairs, Sage raised a warning finger. “Nope. I want to speak to Kelly privately.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No. If she had a specific reason for not communicating with you in a dream last night, she might be more open to telling me why if it’s just the two of us. She loves you, Emily, which is exactly why she might be reluctant to share whatever she knows about Scott.” 
 
    Sage had a point. She already had her paper and pencil set up on the coffee table in front of her, and Emily knew that if Kelly wanted to write something not meant for her eyes, then it would be better if she wasn’t in the room at all. 
 
    “Fine,” Emily finally agreed. “I’m going to head upstairs and get started cleaning the rooms. Holler when you’re ready for me.” 
 
    Emily was halfway through cleaning the second of the four rooms when there were footsteps in the hallway. They were too quiet to be Jaxon’s ghost, so she knew it must be Sage. Without turning her head from the pillows she was arranging on the bed, she said, “Any luck?” 
 
    “Not really.” Sage sounded sad and disappointed, and Emily’s hands froze in mid-air, a bright gold accent pillow held between them. 
 
    Suddenly, Emily felt afraid of turning to face Sage, almost as if seeing the emotions of her voice mirrored in her face would make whatever she had to say even worse. “What happened?” 
 
    “I’m not even sure myself. Kelly started off okay, and I think I was right in assuming that she’s afraid to show you what she saw. Whether she’s afraid of screwing up the delivery or afraid of upsetting you, I don’t know. I just got a general feeling of fear and uncertainty about it. She seems upset about something, and I think it’s hurting her ability to communicate.” 
 
    Emily finally put the pillow down and turned to look at Sage. “Upset about Scott’s ghost?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” Sage sat down heavily in the antique rocking chair that sat in one corner of the room. “I think it has to do with Knight-MacGinn. She kept writing, ‘He’s not here right now,’ and she’s right: I don’t sense his presence at all, and I haven’t heard his footsteps since we got back from the hotel.” 
 
    “I’m surprised Kelly would be upset about that. She doesn’t like Jaxon, so I’d expect her to throw a party if his ghost left for some reason.” 
 
    “It didn’t make sense to me, either, until she wrote, ‘He’ll be back.’”  
 
    Emily looked around the room, mentally checking off items on her to-do list. Only the bathroom needed to be finished, and then she could move on to the next guest room. She picked up her feather duster and waved it toward Sage as she said, “That implies his ghost is coming and going. Maybe he’s going back and forth between Eternal Rest and Mountain View.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Sage said slowly. “The next time we go to the hotel, I want to ask the owners if Knight-MacGinn has been hanging out with them. After all, he is a part of their club now, and he also knows about the cemetery since he showed it to me during the séance. I’m guessing he learned about it from the owners.” 
 
    Emily shivered. “You told me that people believe there’s a curse on that hotel, because each new owner dies before they can ever redevelop it. I think knowing that it’s not a curse but murder makes it even worse. It’s like Oak Hill has a serial killer who only goes after owners of that property.” 
 
    “If it’s the same person.” Sage shook her head sadly as her thoughts shifted. “I’m sorry I couldn’t get a clear explanation about Scott from Kelly. Maybe Knight-MacGinn’s ghost needs to be put to rest before she’ll calm down enough to communicate clearly.” 
 
    “Bless her heart. After what she suffered in life, I’m sure she’s skittish when she’s around people—and ghosts—like Jaxon.” 
 
    Sage rose. “Reassure her. Talk to her, and remind her that she’s safe. I’m off, but call me if anything happens.” 
 
    Emily flourished the duster. “Will do.” 
 
    As Emily continued cleaning, the silence throughout the rest of the house was impossible to ignore. Now that she was the only one there, she was especially conscious of the absence of all activity, including the paranormal kind. For all of his stomping, the ghost of Jaxon really was oddly quiet much of the time. Not that Emily really minded. She actually felt some comfort at Kelly’s declaration that he wasn’t even there at the moment. Still, there was something unsettling about it, although Emily was unable to pin down what, exactly, was making her feel uncomfortable about the absence of one of her least-favorite people in the entire world. 
 
    Poor guy, Emily thought, feeling the briefest flash of sympathy for him. I only knew him for three days, and he shot to the top of my “people I don’t like” list, anyway. 
 
    With the rooms clean and ready for the next guests, who wouldn’t be arriving until Wednesday, Emily got to work sweeping the upstairs hallway. She was halfway done when the phone downstairs began to ring, and she scolded herself for not bringing it upstairs with her as she sprinted down the steps. She snatched the phone up on the fifth ring. “Hello?” she said breathlessly. 
 
    “Miss Emily? It’s Officer Newton. I’m still out here at the old hotel, and there’s something I think you need to see.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
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    Emily tried her best to stick to the speed limit on her drive to Mountain View, but it was hard not to feel a sense of urgency. Roger refused to tell Emily what, exactly, she needed to see, insisting that it wasn’t something he could properly describe over the phone. The slight tremble in his voice was what had really given Emily a feeling of anxiousness. If it was enough to upset Roger, who always seemed so steady, then it must be something big. And something paranormal, Emily expected. 
 
    Roger’s car was in the parking lot, and after Emily made a quick glance to double-check that he wasn’t somewhere nearby, she nearly sprinted along the path to the hotel entrance. She finally slowed a little as she curved around an overgrown azalea bush and saw Roger standing just in front of the door, his body turned so he could keep a lookout on both the path and the lobby. 
 
    Emily was out of breath when she reached Roger and panted, “I’m here.” 
 
    Roger’s face was stern. “Miss Emily, I checked the lobby after you and your friends left. It looked the same as it has all week. I’ve been outside, mostly, looking for cars, but every hour I walk through the lobby just to stretch my legs. Every hour, the lobby has been exactly the same, until this last time.” Roger paused and swallowed hard. “Just… just go look.”  
 
    As Roger stepped back and gestured toward the door, Emily had the sudden, silly thought that he was like a doorman welcoming her to a weekend getaway. She knew it was just nerves making her brain think like that, looking for some distraction from the rising fear she felt. Emily took a deep breath and stepped across the threshold.  
 
    At first, everything looked exactly as it had that morning. The same path through the dust leading to the stairs, the same piles of wood and plaster chunks. Then, as her eyes adjusted to the dimmer light of the lobby, she suddenly knew why Roger was nervous. 
 
    In the dusty, dirty floor between the path and the reception desk, something had left a message. EMILY had been traced in the dust in huge capital letters, and beneath that were the same upside-down u-shapes that Emily had seen the week before.  
 
    It’s a drawing, not letters, Emily suddenly thought. Headstones.  
 
    The ghosts had been trying to tell her to find the cemetery before, and they were still doing so now. Apparently, whatever information was waiting there, it was still undiscovered. David’s family name on the headstones hadn’t been what the ghosts wanted Emily to find, or there was some additional detail she had missed. 
 
    Emily felt something brush against her shoulder, and she saw that Roger was now standing right next to her, his eyes fixed on the message. His eyebrows were drawn down in consternation, his lips pinched. “What do you know about this?” he said quietly. 
 
    “I think the ghosts want me to go back to the cemetery. There’s something they want me to see there.” Emily could hear the slight shaking in her own voice, but it wasn’t from fear as much as it was from adrenaline. She actually felt excitement at the idea of going back to the cemetery and, hopefully, getting the information she had expected to find that morning.  
 
    “You didn’t…” Roger began. He licked his lips, cleared his throat, and tried again. “You didn’t get someone to sneak in here and do this, did you?” 
 
    Emily turned her head quickly to stare at Roger, appalled at the suggestion. “Why would I orchestrate something like this?” 
 
    “I don’t know. For publicity for your place, for attention…” Roger’s voice trailed off, as if he realized how ridiculous those suggestions were. Obviously, he wasn’t quite ready to accept the fact that a ghost, or maybe even three of them, had done this. 
 
    Emily gave Roger a sympathetic look. “I know it’s hard. When you’re a skeptic, and suddenly something happens that you can’t explain, it throws everything you believe into question. I’ve had a number of guests, usually reluctant spouses who never wanted to stay at a haunted bed and breakfast in the first place, make the same face you’re making now.” 
 
    “No one was in here,” Roger said quietly. “There is no way someone snuck past me.” 
 
    “I believe you.” 
 
    “But I don’t believe in ghosts.” 
 
    Emily sighed. This was a conversation she’d had before, with those same skeptical guests, but right now she didn’t want to waste time on it when she could be exploring the cemetery instead. “I’ll make you a deal,” Emily said. “If you let me go take a look at the cemetery right now, then I’ll run into town for some coffee and biscuits from Grainy Day, come back here, and spend as much time as you want talking about ghosts.” 
 
    Roger looked at Emily for a long moment, then his expression softened and he let out a little breath that was half laugh, half disbelief. He ran a hand across his close-cropped hair, then rubbed his forehead above one eye. “Deal,” he said, sounding resigned. 
 
    “I won’t be long,” Emily said, already turning to go. “Oh! Do you have a flashlight I can borrow?”  
 
    Roger pulled a small flashlight out of a pocket and handed it to Emily wordlessly.  
 
    Now that she knew where the cemetery was, there was no point in taking the route through the hallway. She was much more comfortable walking around the outside of the hotel to reach the overgrown path to the cemetery.  
 
    Finding the path again was easy. As before, walking along it was not. Emily still had to carefully choose each step to avoid any unpleasant surprises. This time, at least, she knew to keep an eye out for fire ants.  
 
    The little family plot had simply been interesting and exciting when she had seen it that morning, with Sage and Reed along with her for the adventure. Now that she was there by herself, at the insistence of three ghosts, no less, it felt a little spooky. The lengthening shadows of the surrounding pine trees seemed to darken the area unnaturally, and the slight rustle of the breeze in the branches above drowned out any sound of the outside world. Emily felt completely isolated and alone.  
 
    Mimicking what Reed had done that morning, Emily held the flashlight to the side of the first headstone while trying to position her eyes directly in front so she could read the inscription. As before, though, there didn’t seem to be anything significant about this headstone, other than the name Neal. 
 
    Emily moved on to the second stone. This one had belonged to an Esther Neal. Some of the smaller writing below had become caked with dirt over the years, and Emily picked at it with her fingernails, trying to clear the carved channels. Eventually, she was able to see that Esther had died in 1861 and was remembered as a “loving wife and mother.”  
 
    “Good for you, Esther,” Emily mumbled. She might have been well-loved, but Esther’s headstone didn’t seem to be significant, either, so Emily moved on to the third. She had to pull some stubborn tendrils of ivy off this one, which was slightly smaller than the others, then dig with her fingernails again to get dirt out of the carving. This headstone was for Joseph Neal, who had died at only eight years old.  
 
    Her knees aching from crouching down in front of each headstone, Emily stood slowly and stretched. “What do you want me to see?” And why can’t you just spell it out for me like you did with my name? 
 
    Emily stepped back and looked at the three stones. A name seemed to be the most likely reason a ghost would have led her out here, but none of these gave her something new to work with. All three had the same last name, which was unsurprising, and if the ghosts had been observing them earlier, then they would know that Emily had already seen the Neal name. What was she missing? 
 
    Emily began thinking of wild, utterly ridiculous answers. Maybe there was a clue hidden inside one of the coffins. Maybe there was buried treasure out there, and the blackmailer-turned-murderer was trying to get their share of it. Maybe there were only three headstones but four bodies, and there was another murder to solve. 
 
    “That’s it!” Emily said out loud. Not an extra body, but extra headstones. There must be more headstones, and whatever the ghosts want me to see, it’s on one of them. 
 
    Emily glanced around, but the rest of the area was so overgrown that she didn’t even know where to start. She tried searching to the left and right of the three headstones, thinking maybe the family members had all been laid in a neat row, but she had no luck. All she got for her effort was a long scratch along her right forearm from a thorny bush.  
 
    Next, Emily tried looking behind the graves. She was thigh-deep in weeds before she found what she was looking for. In fact, it wasn’t really Emily who found the headstone but her foot, when she stepped forward and her toe banged against something solid.  
 
    Instead of an upright headstone, this was a long slab of granite that was lying on top of the ground. It was completely covered by years of fallen branches and leaves, and Emily would have never discovered it if she hadn’t literally run right into it. It took a while for her to clear all the debris off the stone, and she moved slowly, praying she wouldn’t stick her hand into a pile of leaves and find a snake.  
 
    Thankfully, the only wildlife that Emily encountered during the task were a few startled beetles, who skittered away in search of new shelter.  
 
    The slab was filthy, its surface weathered and cracked. There was no way Emily would be able to read the entire inscription. 
 
    She shuffled her way around the stone so that she was standing near its top edge. She bent over, trying to read the name, at least. Reed’s flashlight trick was no help here. The stone was too warped for the light to shine evenly across its surface. Instead, Emily reached out with her index finger and began to trace each individual letter in the first name. It spelled Francine.  
 
    Other than sounding incredibly old-fashioned, the name didn’t really mean anything to Emily, and she doubted it was what the ghosts had been directing her toward. The last name was short, and it was easy to determine that it was, of course, Neal. Emily wiped some of the accumulated dirt off her finger and began tracing the name in the middle. 
 
    The first letter was definitely an L. 
 
    The next was harder to decipher, but Emily thought it was an E or a B, though the latter option wouldn’t make much sense. 
 
    The third letter was an O, for sure. Emily could actually see that one. 
 
    Emily’s heart began to pound as her finger traced the fourth letter. P. She continued tracing, but she already knew the remaining letters would be O-L-D. 
 
    Leopold.  
 
    Emily pivoted and sat down on the stone, her hands clamped around her knees. As the name had formed under her fingertip, a family tree had begun to form in her head. Oftentimes, parents would name a male child after a female ancestor’s maiden name as a way of honoring that family.  
 
    In this case, Leopold. 
 
    As in Leopold Ellis III, Trip’s real name. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
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    Emily sat there for a long time, simply trying to process the idea that her new assistant had killed Jaxon. It seemed impossible. He was always so polite and helpful, so cheerful. 
 
    And yet, Emily was absolutely certain this was what the ghosts of Mountain View had wanted her to see.  
 
    Emily put her head in her hands as she thought. Maybe it wasn’t Trip the ghosts were referring to. After all, he was the third one. Maybe his dad or even his grandfather had killed Jaxon. 
 
    Emily groaned in frustration. The ghosts had been trying to point her in the direction of the cemetery since Tuesday, before Jaxon was ever murdered. Maybe, at the time, they had simply been trying to point out who the blackmailer was. Perhaps some of the threatening calls to Jaxon had been made at the hotel, the blackmailer never suspecting that ghosts were eavesdropping.  
 
    Emily thought back over the previous week. Trip had once referred to David as Davey, which had been strange, but at the time she had brushed it off. Perhaps, Emily realized now, he had used the nickname not to be cheeky but because it was honestly David’s family nickname. Emily could picture Trip as a child, talking to a cousin or an uncle he called “Davey.” 
 
    That still didn’t mean it was Trip who had murdered Jaxon. 
 
    “I should just ask Jaxon himself if Trip killed him,” Emily said to herself. 
 
    She sat up, sucking in her breath as she realized she didn’t need to ask Jaxon, because he had already told her. He had been telling her since Thursday, when his angry footsteps suddenly began stomping their way around Eternal Rest. His ghost hadn’t come back there to communicate with his colleagues. It had come back to pin the blame on the one responsible for his death. 
 
    Jaxon wasn’t haunting Eternal Rest. He was haunting Trip. Emily quickly reviewed the times she had heard the ghost’s footsteps: on Thursday, Friday, and Saturday, but only ever while Trip was present. During the night, when it was just Emily and her guests in the house, there had been no footsteps. Sunday afternoon had been the same. When Kelly had told Sage that Jaxon’s ghost wasn’t at the house that afternoon, but that he’d be back, she had meant the ghost would return when Trip did.  
 
    The idea that such a sweet young man could be a killer was heartbreaking. Slowly, Emily began to understand that he obviously wasn’t sweet at all. She also began to realize that she couldn’t wait any longer. She had to tell Roger. He might not believe her about Jaxon’s ghost, but the Leopold name should be enough for them to at least bring Trip in for questioning. Emily rose and began threading her way as quickly as possible out of the cemetery. 
 
    As Emily walked around the corner of the hotel toward the front entrance, she saw that Roger was positioned in the doorway, facing someone who was standing close to him and gesturing angrily. Emily ducked back, then slowly peered around the side of the building to get another look.  
 
    It was Trip. Why he was out there was beyond her, but when he was already standing right in front of a police officer, this seemed like the best time for a confrontation. Telling herself to stay calm, Emily rounded the corner and made a beeline for Trip.  
 
    Once she was closer, she could hear Trip demanding to be let inside the hotel. “I’m looking for Emily,” he said insistently. “I’m worried about her.” 
 
    In that moment, Emily nearly turned and fled. Trip wasn’t worried about her. If he was truly looking for her, then it wasn’t because of any concern for her safety.  
 
    “Emily isn’t your responsibility,” Roger said firmly. He had a wide stance in the doorway, blocking Trip from walking inside. 
 
    “I’m telling you, she’s been saying crazy things about ghosts. I’m worried she’s going to hurt herself.” 
 
    By now, Emily was standing directly behind Trip. If Roger had noticed her arrival, he hadn’t given any indication of it. His eyes were firmly fixed on Trip. Emily didn’t stop to think about what she was going to say. Before she could stop herself, she blurted, “The ghosts showed me the truth.” 
 
    Trip whirled around. “Emily!” Anger flashed across his face briefly, quickly replaced by his usual smile. “There you are! I’ve been so worried about you.” 
 
    “No, you haven’t.” Emily put her hands on her hips. “I don’t know why you’re here, but it isn’t to look after me. Maybe you’re here to visit your ancestor.” 
 
    “My what?” Trip’s smile faltered. 
 
    “Francine Leopold Neal. Her maiden name is where you got your first name from, right? She married into the Neal family, who used to own this land.” 
 
    Trip paled, and he took a step back. “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Frankly, I’m not sure yet. All I know is that you were the one blackmailing Jaxon Knight-MacGinn, and you were the one who killed him, which is why his ghost has been haunting you since he died.” 
 
    As if to confirm Emily’s conjecture, loud footsteps sounded from inside the lobby. Trip turned to look and found himself face-to-face with Roger. “You don’t believe this, do you?” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at Emily. “You hear how crazy she sounds. This is why I came looking for her.” 
 
    The expression on Roger’s face was scary. He had sometimes been stern with Emily, but she had never seen this side of him. He looked cold, dangerous. His quiet calm was menacing as he said, “Did you kill Jaxon Knight-MacGinn?” 
 
    “Come on, you’re going to believe her?” Trip nearly shrieked the words, but over their sound, the footsteps began pounding again. 
 
    Maybe Roger knew enough about guilty behavior to act right then, or maybe all skepticism about ghosts dissolved in that moment. Emily didn’t know, but either way, Roger immediately reached for his handcuffs. Before he could pull them out of his belt, though, Trip turned and fled, pushing Emily aside as he tried to make a run for it down the path. 
 
    He got exactly two feet before he tripped and fell on a large branch that Emily was quite certain hadn’t been there just a few minutes ago. While Jaxon’s ghost was stomping around in the lobby, the ghosts of the owners had come out to bar the path, just as they had done to Emily once before.  
 
    Trip went sprawling, and Roger was crouched down next to him in a flash, putting Trip in handcuffs while reading him his rights. Trip was yelling now, twisting his head around as he tried to look back at Emily. He called her a lot of names in very short order, and she blushed to hear them. 
 
    Slowly, Trip began to calm down, and Roger got him up on his feet and led him to his car. Emily hung back, afraid of getting too close, but she heard him begin shouting again as he strained against Roger’s grip. “This is my family’s land, and he was the one who was going to make money off of it! That’s not fair!” 
 
    Roger managed to get Trip into the back of his car despite Trip’s efforts to resist, and he slammed the door with satisfaction. He turned to speak to Emily before realizing she was still some distance away. He waved her over. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked in a gentle voice.  
 
    Emily glanced down at herself, even though she knew Roger wasn’t talking about physical injuries. Her blue Eternal Rest blouse was now filthy from all of her work cleaning off the headstones. Her black jeans had huge smudges of red Georgia clay on them. “He seemed so nice,” she finally answered. 
 
    Roger tentatively put a hand on Emily’s shoulder. He dipped his head so he could catch Emily’s gaze. “I’m just glad you’re okay, Miss Emily.”  
 
    “And I’m glad you’re here with me. I don’t know why he came out here, but it wasn’t out of concern for me, I can tell you that.”  
 
    “Follow me down to the station. I’ll call Hernandez and tell him he needs to come in.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Oh, and Miss Emily? When all this is over, I’m going to take you up on the coffee and biscuits offer, so we can have a talk about ghosts.” 
 
    Emily actually managed a small smile in answer.  
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    Before long, Emily found herself once again seated in a room at the police station, eye to eye with Detective Hernandez. He must have come straight in when Roger called him because he was just wearing jeans and a black T-shirt. Sage had said he was popular with the ladies, and Emily could see why. Now that she wasn’t worried about being a suspect, she could appreciate the view a bit more. 
 
    Emily caught Hernandez up on everything, and he chuckled as Emily described Roger’s shock over the paranormal activity he had witnessed. The interview didn’t take long, and Hernandez was eager to talk to Trip, so he sent Emily home with a promise to call later with updates.  
 
    As Emily turned into her driveway, she saw two cars in the guest parking area. On the porch, Sage and Jen were both perched on the edge of the swing, and Reed was sitting at the top of the steps, his hands folded tightly in front of him. All three stood up anxiously as Emily parked and got out of her car. She lifted her arms over her head and waved. “I’m fine!”  
 
    Sage and Jen both sat back down with relieved expressions, but Reed walked down the stairs to meet her. “Where have you been?”  
 
    Emily stopped. She had assumed her friends had already heard the news about Trip and were simply there to get the details. If they didn’t know where she had been, then that meant they were concerned about something else. “What now?” she asked warily. 
 
    Everyone followed Emily inside, and she waved toward the parlor. “Y’all sit. I need to put on clean clothes.” 
 
    When Emily entered the parlor a few minutes later, three heads all turned toward her as she came in. “First,” Sage began, “tell us where you’ve been, and why you were so filthy.” 
 
    “That’s a long story,” Emily warned. 
 
    Jen pointed to a tray full of glasses. “I brought out iced tea for everyone. Settle in and talk.” 
 
    Emily complied, starting with Roger’s phone call and ending with Trip’s arrest. Reed kept leaning farther forward in his chair as Emily talked, and she worried he might topple right over. Sage was silent, her horrified expression saying enough already, and Jen gasped at frequent intervals. When she was finally done, Emily shrugged. “So that’s my adventure. I figured it was why you three were waiting for me. But I’m guessing you’re here for another purpose.” 
 
    “Sage had a vision,” Jen prompted, “while she was napping this afternoon.” 
 
    Emily just looked at Sage inquiringly.  
 
    “Everything you just told us is helping me understand it better,” Sage began. “I sensed the ghosts of the three previous owners in my dream, and I could hear them saying in my head, ‘not the same killer.’” It was like my mind was replaying the memory of what they had said to me before, but this time I saw their words in a different light. I realized that whoever killed Knight-MacGinn—Trip, we now know—wasn’t the same person who had killed the other owners. They, on the other hand, were all killed by the same person.” 
 
    “Of course they couldn’t have been killed by Trip,” Emily pointed out. “He just graduated from college, and those murders date back, what, twenty years or so? He would have been a toddler when the first one died.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right,” Reed said. “Trip’s age and the ghosts’ messages mean that we still have a murderer to find.” 
 
    Emily nodded. “The original owners deserve justice, too.” 
 
    Jen pulled a notebook out of her purse. “After Sage woke up and told me about the vision, I went to the office to do some digging. The Chamber of Commerce keeps everything, which is why our storage rooms are a disaster, but in this case, it was helpful. Two of those three owners joined the Chamber, expecting to get the hotel up and running again. Both were from different cities, and the same is probably true of the third owner. If they were murdered by the same person, I doubt anyone ever realized it. Different years, different cities, and in the case of the most recent owner, it didn’t even look like murder. I found an article about him online, where it mentions that he appeared to have broken his neck in a fall from another property he was renovating down in Savannah.” 
 
    “It’s safe to assume he was pushed, I guess.” Emily took a long, thoughtful sip of tea. “If Trip was willing to kill because he felt like the land and the hotel rightfully belong in his family, then that might mean someone else in the family feels the same.” 
 
    “That’s our feeling, as well,” Reed said. “We assume another ancestor is the one responsible for the first three deaths. The question is, who? David Neal? Trip’s dad? When Sage couldn’t get you on the phone, she got worried and called me. None of us knew where you were, and we were beginning to jump to some pretty grim conclusions.” 
 
    “The police need to know your suspicions,” Emily said. And they need to know mine. She put her glass down and stood, heading to the phone so she could call Hernandez. Before she could pick up the phone, though, it rang, and the very man she wanted to speak to was on the other end. He stopped Emily as she began to tell him their concerns that this was about four murdered men, and not just one.  
 
    “I know,” Hernandez said grimly. “As soon as you told me about the two family names in the cemetery, Neal and Leopold, I started thinking about the previous owners. Do you know what happens when an old building changes hands frequently?” 
 
    “People begin to say it’s cursed,” Emily said. It was the truth about Mountain View, at least. 
 
    “I suppose you’re not wrong in this case, but more realistically, it sends a message that buyers get in there and realize it’s a much bigger, much more expensive undertaking than they had thought. An optimistic buyer can’t come up with the capital to see their plans through, so the place is sold again. The price goes down with every sale because everyone knows the place is more trouble than it’s worth. Eventually, a buyer can get it for a relatively small investment. In this case, a few million dollars and the murder of his business partner.” 
 
    Emily’s heart seemed to skip a beat, but she felt little surprise. “David.”  
 
    “We sent the Atlanta police to his house, wanting to ask him about his connection to Trip, and he broke down pretty quickly. I think those three murders were more of a burden on his conscience than even he had realized.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
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    Hernandez went on to explain that David and Trip hadn’t been working together. David had been trying to buy the property for the past twenty years, killing off anyone who bought it to drive down the price while raising enough capital to buy it himself. He had needed a business partner to finally make it happen, and Hernandez didn’t yet know if Jaxon would have wound up dead by David’s hand if Trip hadn’t gotten to him first. 
 
    Trip had grown up hearing stories from his grandfather and his father about how Mountain View rightfully belonged in the family. The land had been in Neal hands since the late eighteen hundreds, and eventually one enterprising ancestor had the vision of tearing down the homestead and building a luxury hotel in its place. Mountain View Manor enjoyed a brief heyday before the Great Depression, when the family went broke and the bank took the property back from them. They had felt like the deal was unfair throughout all of the decades since, teaching each generation to carry the same grudge. Trip and David had both taken it to heart. Trip dug up some incriminating information about one of Jaxon’s previous financial deals, figuring he would get some blackmail money before eliminating him.  
 
    As Hernandez finally wrapped up, Emily sighed. “Would Trip have killed David, too?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t say. David had already changed his will so that if he died, the next relative in line would get his share of the hotel. David didn’t have any kids, and he was an only child. We still have to confirm it, but it seems as though Trip’s dad would have been first on the list to inherit the property.” 
 
    “Wow,” Emily said softly. It was all she could say. So much death and resentment over a crumbling old hotel. It seemed almost silly. She thanked Hernandez politely, then returned to her seat to fill in her friends. At some point, Jen disappeared down the hall, then returned with four wine glasses and a new bottle of cabernet. She didn’t even say a word as Emily continued to talk, simply plucking the tea glass out of Emily’s hand and replacing it with the wine glass. Emily raised it in a little salute of gratitude. 
 
    It was approaching dinnertime, and Emily invited Sage, Jen, and Reed to stay and eat with her. Sage insisted on ordering pizza, saying they were all too worn out for anyone to even think about cooking. 
 
    Emily was grateful for the company, but there was also a part of her that simply wanted to be alone. She was startled when she realized that just one week ago, they had been celebrating Jen’s birthday at Sutter’s. So much had happened in such a short span of time. She had found a dead body, helped catch two murderers, had more paranormal experiences than even she was used to, and found out that Scott’s spirit was still around and in need of help. 
 
    It was that last one that mattered the most to Emily. She knew she would have to be patient as they sought answers, but she also felt a sense of urgency. She hoped fervently that Scott wasn’t in any pain, and that soon they would be able to help him somehow. 
 
    As they finished up dinner, Reed seemed to know that Scott was on Emily’s mind. Before he went home, he gave her a hug and said reassuringly, “We’ll find him.” 
 
    Sage and Jen left just after, but Sage’s message was of a different kind. “I’ll pick you up at nine tomorrow.” 
 
    “Are we going to Mountain View for one last visit with the owners?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    When Sage and Emily walked into the lobby of Mountain View Manor on Monday morning, it wasn’t ghosts that Emily had on her mind. “I’m going to have to hire yet another new assistant,” she was saying.  
 
    “Trevor wound up being the son of a murderer, and Trip wound up actually being a murderer. Rumors are already starting that your next assistant will be murdered.”  
 
    Emily looked at Sage sharply, trying to detect whether or not she was joking. Luckily, she caught the wink that Sage threw in her direction.  
 
    “Trip blackmailed Jaxon, so why didn’t he quit his job as soon as he got all that money?” Emily frowned. “If I had a duffel bag full of cash, I’d be on a plane to the Bahamas.” 
 
    Sage sighed in mock frustration. “You aren’t thinking like a criminal. It would have been a little obvious if Trip quit but suddenly had loads of cash. Continuing to work for you and acting like he appreciated all the extra hours was a good cover.” 
 
    How long would I have continued letting him into my home before I realized what he was? One of my guests was murdered by my assistant, and another one of my guests murdered three people. Emily felt goose bumps break out on her arms. “Where do you want to do this?” she asked, forcing herself to focus on the task at hand.  
 
    “That’s up to you. You’re going to handle this.” 
 
    “But we’re here to have a little séance, to tell the owners it’s all over with. You’re the psychic medium, not me.” 
 
    Sage pointed in the direction of the hallway. “You’ve had more interaction with these ghosts in one week than you’ve had with some of your own residents at Eternal Rest. One of them actually spoke to you, twice. If you’re going to keep developing your skills, then you have to push yourself.” 
 
    Emily bristled. “I don’t know if I want to develop my skills if it means ghosts are going to scare the daylights out of me.” 
 
    “They scared you, yes, but they also helped catch two killers.” Sage put her arm around Emily and leaned her head close, speaking quietly. “Remember, Em, this is for Scott. The more you work on developing your mediumship abilities, the more you might be able to help him.” 
 
    Emily closed her eyes briefly, her mouth set in a determined line. “You’re right. Okay, let’s go in the hallway one more time.” 
 
    The hallway felt less intimidating with every visit, and Emily didn’t know if it was because she was simply getting used to it or because the ghosts had settled down. She stopped a few feet inside, where there was still plenty of light.  
 
    “Ghosts? Hello, former owners, are you here?” 
 
    “Reach out mentally as you call them,” Sage advised. 
 
    Emily focused, imagining three vague male forms standing in a semi-circle around her. “Gentlemen, please come listen to what I have to say.” 
 
    Even with a cardigan on, Emily could feel the way the temperature dipped slightly, and she took it as a sign the ghosts were present. “Thank you so much for all of your help this past week. We’re sorry that your spirits have been here for so long, but you don’t need to stay any longer. David Neal has been arrested for your murders.” 
 
    Farther down the hall, deep in the shadows, Emily heard three loud footsteps. Jaxon’s ghost must have stayed at the hotel instead of accompanying Trip to the police station. “Yes, Jaxon,” she said, raising her voice toward the sound, “Trip is in jail, too. You can all rest easy now, knowing the people who wronged you have been caught. You should all see a bright white light. If you walk into it, you’ll find the peace that you deserve.” 
 
    It felt odd to give directions to a group of ghosts like this, but Emily had heard Sage, as well as some of the ghost hunters she had met, say similar things, so she hoped she was doing it correctly.  
 
    There was a tickle against Emily’s ear, and a male voice said softly, “Thanks.” 
 
    Instead of being scared by the phantom voice this time, Emily smiled. “You’re welcome,” she whispered. More loudly, she said, “Are they going?” 
 
    Sage was gazing down the hallway, a slight frown on her face. “The three owners are, but Knight-MacGinn is still pacing. It’s quieter now, but listen hard, and you can hear it.” 
 
    Emily leaned forward and could detect the faintest tapping of feet against the floor. “Jaxon, why are you still here? Is there something you need to tell us?” 
 
    The soft steps came toward Emily, stopping just in front of her. She waited a few moments, then said, “I can’t hear you, but you can tell Sage.” 
 
    A few seconds later, Sage started laughing heartily. “He wants you to erect a memorial dedicated to him and the other owners in the lobby.” 
 
    Emily threw up her hands, exasperated. “Seriously? He’s dead, and he’s still giving me a to-do list?” She sighed dramatically, then addressed the space where she thought Jaxon was standing. “Actually, I think that’s a good idea. I promise to do this one last task for you, if you promise to cross over.” 
 
    The air in the hallway began to warm up again, and Sage squeezed Emily’s arm. “Well done! You did it!” 
 
    Emily smiled, feeling both surprised and pleased with herself. “Now that we know Jay isn’t a murderer, how about we go celebrate with a late breakfast at The Depot?” 
 
    Sage returned Emily’s smile. “See? You are learning, because you just read my mind.” 
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    Thank you for reading Late Checkout! You would think that, as the author, I would know what my characters are going to do. However, Reed’s bombshell about Scott in chapter two was a total surprise to me! Now, I hope you’re as excited as I am to find out what happens in the next book, Picture Perfect. In the meantime, please take the time to give a rating or leave a review. It really makes a difference, and I appreciate it so much.  
 
      
 
    Thank you, 
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    Find out what’s next for Emily, Sage, and the ghosts
of Eternal Rest Bed and Breakfast! 
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    Guests are having killer sales at the annual arts festival. 
 
      
 
    When one of the artists at the Oak Hill Arts Festival is found dead in his booth, he begins haunting photographs that might hold clues about his murder.  
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, the clues all seem to point to Eternal Rest Bed and Breakfast. Is the artist trying to pin the blame on one of Emily’s guests, or does he want to communicate with the ghosts there? Sage can’t even sense the artist’s spirit, so it’s Emily who must find a way to communicate with it. 
 
      
 
    The one ghost who’s ready to talk is the one who knows the most about Emily’s late husband Scott. As Kelly’s ghost relays more details, Emily and her friends realize they are facing a powerful force that’s preventing Scott’s ghost from coming home… 
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    Beth Dolgner writes paranormal fiction and nonfiction. Her interest in things that go bump in the night really took off on a trip to Savannah, Georgia, so it’s fitting that the Betty Boo, Ghost Hunter series of paranormal romance novels takes place in that spooky city. Beth’s first book was the nonfiction Georgia Spirits and Specters, which is a collection of Georgia ghost stories. 

Since Georgia is obviously on her mind, you might think Beth lives there. Well, she did, but these days she and her husband, Ed, live in Tucson, Arizona, with their three cats. Their Victorian bungalow is a lot smaller than Eternal Rest Bed and Breakfast, but Beth likes to think it’s haunted, even though Ed swears it’s just drafts.

Beth also enjoys giving presentations on Victorian death and mourning traditions as well as Victorian Spiritualism. She has been a volunteer at an historic cemetery, a ghost tour guide, and a paranormal investigator. 

Keep up with Beth and sign up for her newsletter at BethDolgner.com. 
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